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The thesis entitled "Victimsof History and Culture: Women in the Novels of 
Khaled Hosseini and Siba Shakib" has been chapterised into four chapters. It attempts 
to discuss the victimization of women characters in the hands of history and culture. 
Women and History 
Though the novels concerned are not historical in the strict sense of the word, 
the title of the thesis demands a parallel study of literary (the novels) and non-literary 
(the history of the country) texts. Both the novelists have drawn in abundance from 
the historical happenings of Afghanistan. The unstable political history of 
Afghanistan which had been marked by power struggles, armed revolts and mass 
uprisings had a direct bearing on the social fabric of this multi-ethnic country which is 
well mirrored in the novels. History of Afghanistan stands a testimony to the fact that 
the issues related to women have always been one of the various reasons for unstable 
polity. A cursory examination of history reveals that at various junctures in the 
history, the issues related to women have been among the reasons behind the fall of 
various regimes. 
Afghanistan is a country with deep patriarchal roots and a tribal-based family 
structure. In Afghanistan, family is at the heart of the society. Often, the alliance of 
tradition, family, and Islam has collided with women's rights who are basically 
considered as receptacle of honour. If on any occasion the honour of a woman is 
violated, she is considered as a liability on the family and is usually secluded from the 
rest of the members as a form of strict punishment. Man has always assumed the role 
of participating in war and ruling, woman of the domestic affairs and the care of 
children. Any interference in this centuries old historical element is seen as a serious 
threat to the social setup by both the Afghan men and women. 
Woman as a Cultural Construct 
Gender is a social term with purely social interpretations and these 
interpretations vary from society to society and from culture to culture. Gender in no 
case is an ultimate and inscrutable reality that cannot be probed into, questioned and 
problematized. In all definitions and discussions, women are however defined in 
relation to men. One may or may not agree but in the binary relation between men and 
women it seems as if the power is in a Umited quantity and if men have it women 
cannot possess it. The different coimotations associated with the word 'woman' with 
the passage of time are not in any way inherent in the referrent but have been 
bestowed by the society which uses it. Nevertheless suspending meanings and 
connotations of a word and infusing it with a new set of meanings is a difficult task. 
In the Paleolithic age, men got better chances of coming out of their huts for 
hunting purposes where as women got limited within the tribal boundaries. At the 
advent of the family and society the separate families were held together by the 
authority and the protection of the eldest male descendant. Patriarchal society came 
into existence on the basis of power acquired by the males and subordination by the 
females. The latter got limited chances but due to their procreative role as during the 
time of pregnancy and lactation it became difficult for them to leave their homes. 
Socio-biologists assert that women's roles in child care and other domestic 
tasks are outcomes of biological adaptations related to reproduction. According to 
their theories, because pregnancy lasts nine months, mothers have an innate physical 
and psychic investment in the child that is far more intense than that of fathers whose 
role in procreation consumes less time and energy. And, because a woman can have 
fewer children in her lifetime than a man potentially can, she is more concerned with 
the survival and development of her offspring. 
Through the character of Samir, Samira and Samir questions and probes into 
the concept of 'gender' and debunks the myths related to the word. It tries to prove 
that strength is just a matter of practice and it has nothing to do with the sex of an 
individual, hi the novels under study and in particular in Samira and Samir, there is a 
strong demarcation between the two territories which are hierarchically stratified; all 
what is frivolous and negative is associated with the woman and whatever is normal 
and positive with the men. Women are supposed to be shy, caring, responsive, 
dreaming and beautiful whereas men as tough, coarse, 'insolent', wild and brave. And 
anything other than the status quo is treated as threat and is dealt with severely. 
Li the novels the ignorance of the male characters about their religion is 
clearly reflected in the way they interpret and implement their interpretation and 
wherever there is any reflection of knowledge it is used against women. In fact the 
tribal-cultural codes play a stronger role than religion. Patriarchal ideology is 
visualized as powerfiiUy incorporated into religious beliefs and practices. Men have in 
one way or the other created it in different contexts and thus religion becomes a 
contrivance to uphold sexual hegemony and create prominently dimorphic sexual 
beings. 
Women are considered capable for working in the foiu- walls of home only. 
Education is thought of as a male prerogative. There are just two or three characters in 
the novels who seem to have different opinion and favour women's education. Even 
the question of trans-gendering and sexual preference has been raised in the novels. 
Siba Shakib in particular, questions the norm of heterosexual orientation. She proves 
through the character of Samira that sexual preferences of an individual depend on 
his/her upbringing. Many a times in the novel, the question of sexuality is raised 
where Samira is herself not able to decide whom she should feel attracted to- Bashir 
or Gol-Sar. 
The Female Voice 
Voice, power and identity are inter-related. Literally 'voice' means any 
audible soimd or an expression of opinion. Symbolically voice represents power, 
control and authority. It is the voice which in close association with language gives 
meaning to the ideas and feelings of a human being. The power gives identity and a 
sense of belonging to an individual and it is the ability to speak in a coherently that 
marks the difference between human and inanimate objects of nature. According to 
creationists, as per Semitic tradition- language makes human species superior to the 
other living beings. Unless one speaks one cannot be heard. A voiceless person is no 
more than a stone as is seen in the case of a dumb human being. In case an 
individual cannot speak, she/he feels helpless and distressed and is unable to express 
his feelings in a proper way. 
One of the major theories which study the role of the voice particularly in the 
marginalized strata of the society is the Muted Group Theory, which was developed 
by Cheris Kramarae though it is originally based on the theories by anthropologist 
Shirley Ardener and Edv^n Ardener. The Muted Group theory challenges the gender 
assumptions of society and attempts to revisit the ways in which male domination 
restricts communication among females and the ways in which it mutes the voice of 
women. The theory makes an important observation that most of the times the 
anthropologists talk to and about the leaders of a particular culture, who usually 
happen to be adult males. The data collected thus, which is claimed to represent the 
whole culture, actually represents the voice of men only, leaving out the experiences 
of women and other voiceless groups. Another theory which explains the variations in 
communication and language on the basis of gender is the Dominance Theory which 
has been explained by Pamela Fishman. She claims that the difference in power 
between women and men is the main cause of this variation in language and 
ultimately the mutedness of women. A slightly modified form of this theory is the 
Difference Theory illustrated by Deborah Tannen. He bases his argument on the 
premise that it is due to the segregation at important stages of their lives that men and 
women develop their peculiar ways of conmiimication, diction and syntax. 
One thing which keeps the novels closely woven is the spirit of female 
friendship, human, rather woman kindness, and most importantly the hope in their 
eyes of a better and brighter future for their children. In all the four novels, the only 
respite which a woman gets is in the company of some other woman. At many places 
in the novels, there are instances where women try to form a kind of undeclared bond 
to avoid collapse and to stand against all what comes their way. They try to form what 
Siba Shakib calls resistance. There are hints of same sex relationships where the spirit 
of female friendship is further substantiated. The shared experiences enable them to 
have a voice that can be different and inaudible to the patriarchal tools but 
comprehensible and audible among the sisterhood. 
Another major strength of the novels highlights the courage and resilience 
with which the women characters live against all odds and come out as winners at the 
end. There are some women who have a strong her sense of self respect and an 
audible voice. They neither keep quiet nor submit without struggle. However the 
tyrannical war, the fundamentalist Taliban, the patriarchal society and culture of 
Afghanistan and gender discrimination prove to be too strong for them to withstand 
and render them inaudible. 
Sexual Colonization 
Usually the terms like 'subordination', 'subjugation' 'domination' etc have 
been used to define the domestic and external violence against women in a particular 
society. However for this social disparity I have appended the word 'sexual' with 
'colonization' to explore how, in the novels under study, women characters are 
colonized as a sex, which has been happening since time immemorial in almost all 
societies. Further 'sexual colonization' also cormotes sexual harassment. How women 
have been sexually colonized in the novels constitute the essence of the phrase. 
Sexual colonization in the novels is directly related to the seclusion of women which 
mainly manifests in the form of 'purdah' in different forms. As it happens in 
colonization, the colonized subject is left with no option other than to be exploited by 
the colonizer, in the case of man-woman relationship, woman suffers as a colonized 
being. The phrase 'Sexual colonization' has been further used to probe into the minds 
of the women characters who are made to believe that they are duty-bound both in 
moral and social sense to remain subordinate to their men who may be in the form of 
a brother, a husband, a father or a son. Religion, culture, morality, social institutions 
etc are used to make them believe that they have no way out of this predicament. 
Nonetheless there are some female characters in the novels who try and succeed to 
various extends in 'de-colonizing' themselves from the clutches of society in general 
and men in particular. 
The major institutions which act as agents in the colonization of women 
characters in the novels are 'home', 'family', 'marriage' 'religion' 'war' and 'rape'. 
'Home' however forms the ground on which other factors rest. It is associated with 
the 'being' of an individual. Most of the female characters themselves feel insecure 
once they are outside their homes because of the sexual violence they may face 
outside. However it is ironical that the 'safety' of home may not provide them safety 
as the enemy or perpetrator of atrocity is at home in the form of some relative 
especially husband. Nonetheless there are women like Aziza who work outside. There 
are women like Daria, Shirin-Gol and Samira who have no home at all. And there are 
women like Mariam and Laila who escape from the 'home' in order to save 
themselves from the brutality of 'the owner of the home' i.e. their husband Rasheed. 
For the women in the novels, modesty is the most essential element of good 
breeding. They are are required to keep their heads down in public, to cover their 
heads in front of males, and to avoid interaction with boys. Moral standards are 
closely linked to sexuality, therefore mobility, expression, and social interactions are 
not considered woman's domain. 
Afghanistan has a grave history in the sense that rape and sexual violence has 
been used by the commanders, militia and other forces as a means of revenge and 
terror and to dishonor the men of a particular tribe. There are instances in which 
women being the 'property' and 'honor' of men according to the Afghan culture are 
raped, many a times in front of their family members, in order to avenge upon the 
men. Although during Taliban rule the incidents of rapes and molestation decreased 
due to their strict punishment to the sexual offenders yet Taliban themselves 
committed a lot of such crimes where the women and young girls of the opposite 
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factions were abducted and raped. During the years of war between the Russians and 
the Mujahidin there were almost no laws in practice to convict the offenders and 
majority of the cases went imnoticed. At present there are provisions to punish such 
offenders but it happens rarely as the victim loses honour and the chances of a secure 
marriage once the crime gets publicized. So these cases are hardly brought to the 
notice of the local courts that usually lack sensitivity in this regard. Besides it is 
considered against the tenants of Afghan culture to discuss such issues openly. 
In many pages of ^  Thousand Splendid Suns rape seems to be personified as a 
character. The novel actually covers the times around the horrific episode of 9 
September when the twin towers were allegedly bombed by the Taliban and ends 
when Afghanistan is ruled by the present President Hamid Karzai. The war- first with 
the Soviet, then among mujahidin followed by the American Operation Enduring 
Freedom to flush out the Taliban- has one thing in common. In all the cases rape and 
murder of women was used as a tool to cause a shameful threat to the enemies. 
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Introduction 
One of the most fascinating and intriguing questions among all discourses has 
been the question of man and woman. With a religious base endorsing a subordinate 
origin, women have been pushed to the margin as mostly witnessed in the recorded 
civilization. What added to their oppression is their absence from the mainstream life. 
From the beginning of modem feminism which is usually attributed to Mary 
WoUstonecraft with her book Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), feminism 
has definitely worked in favor of women. Be it the suffrage right (first wave 
feminism) or the demand of equality in social and economic arena (second wave 
feminism) feminism has brought a real change in the condition of women in literature 
as well as real life. Much has been stated about feminism but it can never be over 
stated. 
Mary WoUstonecraft draws from the works of progressive social philosophers 
and criticizes stereotypes regarding the emotional and passive nature of women. She 
argues that women should enjoy social, legal, and intellectual equality with men. 
Later on liberal intellectuals like John Stuart Mill who was a supporter of principles of 
individualism develops this argument in The Subjection of Women (1869). He argues 
that women ought to enjoy equality particularly in marriage, and condemned forced 
oppression. Mill's book proves to be a strong influence towards the end of the 
nineteenth and the early twentieth century suffragette movements committed to social 
equality and individual freedom. This strong radical movement also termed as first 
wave feminism was instrumental in securing suffrage for women in 1920, and served 
as the foundation for modem Feminism. 
Virginia Woolf s Room of One's Own (1929) was a landmark work in which 
representations of women by male authors are roundly criticized and a new model for 
female identity is offered. Woolf insisted that women be allowed to have economic 
and social freedom to follow their aspirations and to forego the traditional role of 
serving as an enlarging mirror for male identity. 
In the 1960s the second wave of Feminism focused attention on civil rights, 
specifically social and economic equality. Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex 
(1949) was a foundational text. Beauvoir challenged the idea that a woman was 
different from man in any sense. Though she agreed with the difference in anatomy 
but debunked the stereotype that woman was bom with certain inherent potentialities 
and qualities that defined her personal, social, and legal existence as distinguished 
from man, justifying her subordinate position. This insight was fiirther developed by 
Germaine Greer in The Female Eunuch who argues that there is no natural distinction 
between the sexes. Kate Millet took the problem more in a political sense writing 
against the concept of 'biologism' and the idea that gender difference is natural. 
Millet however stressed upon power-structured relationships of domination and calls 
patriarchy as the cause of women oppression. She dismissed patriarchy as the original 
and therefore most natural form of social organization on the basis of her arguments 
against the contemporary science, religion, philosophy, and law. Elaine Showalter, 
Sandra Gilbert, and Susan Gubar were instrumental in developing revisionist literary 
histories of women's writing. They wrote against the characteristics of traditional 
fiction and the patriarchal hegemony which dominates it, creating stereotypes of 
women that went against their interest. 
What forms a strain of unity among the women feminists of this time is their 
ultimate aim of exposing patriarchal forms of power as the cause of the unequal and 
subordinate status of women in Western societies. However what led to the major 
criticism of these women theorists and writers was their standpoint from a white 
woman's perspective which presupposes and universalizes a generalized idea of 
'woman.' What remains absent from their discourse is the perception of woman of 
that part of this planet which westerners call the Third World. The specific problems 
faced by the Third World women were ignored and a patronizing attitude was adopted 
toward them. 
Luce Irigaray, Helene Cixous, and Julia Kristeva extend the concerns of 
second-wave Feminism into the realms of philosophy, psychoanalysis, linguistics, 
semiotics, and radical politics. 
A new Feminism i.e. 'postfeminism' has been introduced in the 1980s 
(Gamble 36) with its birth originally in media. 'Postfeminism' usually defined as the 
ideas, attitudes, etc., which ignore or reject feminist ideas of the 1960s and subsequent 
decades however is in no way an anti-feminist movement according to the 
postfeminists. Nevertheless in any case. Second wave feminism isn't dead, and a 
triumphant postfeminist world is still far from being imaginable, let alone a reality. 
Increasingly at present, many feminists describe themselves as associated with a 'third 
wave' feminism. This latest movement which has its origin in the critique of white 
women's movement by the women of color rests on the basic essence that "no 
account of oppression is true for all women in all situations all of the time" (Gamble 
43). The anthologies and edited collections such as Listen Up: Voices From the Next 
Feminist Generation (1995), To Be Real: Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of 
Feminism (1995) and Manifesto: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future (2000) 
form "the advent of and set the tone for a new, 'third wave' of feminism, marked by a 
desire to renew feminist commitment as well as distinguish itself from its second 
wave precursor" (Genz and Brabon 157). However by adopting the 'wave' metaphor, 
the third wave clearly situates itself within what Deborah Siegel calls "the 
oceanography of feminist movement" (qtd in Genz and Brabon 157) but it blends 
together a sense of continuity and uniquiness. Usually predominated by the black 
theorist and writer bell hooks' name, third wave feminism includes the women of the 
whole world thereby presenting a more panoramic view. Pender agrees that third 
wave of feminism fiinctions as a "political ideology currently under construction', 
welcoming pluralism and describing itself as a postidentity movement that engages 
with the postmodern challenge to a unified subjectivity" (Pender 165). Leslie 
Heywood and Jennifer Drake simplifies the crux of 'Third Wave' feminism: 
We know that what oppresses me may not oppress you, that what oppresses 
you may be something I participate in, and that what oppresses me may be 
something you participate in. Even as different strands of feminism and 
activism sometimes directly contradict each other, they are all part of our 
third wave lives, our thinking, and our praxes: we are products of all the 
contradictory definitions of and differences within feminism, beasts of such a 
hybrid kind that perhaps we need a different name altogether, (qtd in Gamble 
43) 
What can be said is that the third wave feminism is the most accommodative of all the 
movements of feminisms till date. "Moreover, the third wave is not hostile to theory: 
on the contrary, it is clearly informed by such arguments as Gayatri Spivak's notion 
of subaltemity, as well as by the critiques of gender identity offered by Judith Butler, 
Helene Cixous and others." (Gamble 44). 
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The present thesis attempts to touch an area which no doubt has been worked 
on in sociology, history and political sciences but not much has been done within the 
realms of literature. Somehow even the latest waves of feminism, by whatever name 
they are called, ignore rather forget the countries like Afghanistan. Afghanistan has an 
important geographical location as it forms a part of South Asia, Central Asia and 
West Asia. Though the country draws the attention of media, yet literature, 
particularly written by the natives has not been given a proper space in the 
mainstream literary criticism. When one tries to find material on this coimtry a 
hundreds of books can be fovmd on its history, politics and women but one hardly 
finds any secondary material written on the novels and poetry produced fi-om the 
country. Contemporary Afghan literature rests upon a rich heritage of both oral and 
written traditions. The two major languages of Afghanistan, Pashto and Dari, possess 
a wealth of literature, unfortunately mostly unstudied, marginalized, and known to 
few. Many novels have been written with Afghanistan as their setting but the intention 
has been mostly to engross the target readers with a cover page of burqa clad woman 
or a bearded gunman. Nonetheless these novelists, to name a few- Atiq Rahimi {The 
Patience Stone), Khaled Hosseini {The Kite Runner and A Thousand Splendid Suns), 
Yasmina Khadra {The Swallows of Kabul), Siba Shakib {Afghanistan, Where God 
Only Comes to Weep and Samira and Samir), Philip Henshir {The Mulberry Empire), 
Linda Holeman {A Moonlit Cage), Nadeem Aslam {The Wasted Vigil), Milt Bearden 
{The Black Tulip), Andrea Busfield {Born Under a Million Shadows), James Albert 
Michener {Caravans) etc. deserve a mention. 
The present thesis attempts to analyze Khaled Hosseini's and Siba Shakib's 
novels to read the ways in which victimization of women characters takes place in the 
hands of history and culture. What makes the work interesting is that all the four 
novels are set in Afghanistan which has an eventflil history in terms of wars, power 
politics, external interference, ethnic heterogeneity and religious misinterpretations. 
Interestingly, we have one male and one female writer which make the study more 
comprehensive and objective. 
Khaled Hosseini, an Afghan bom novelist and physician, with an American 
citizenship was bom on March 4 1965. For some, "Hosseini is almost certainly the 
most famous Afghan in the world" (Grossman) and for others like Amelia Hill of 
'The Observer', he is "the first Afghan novelist to fictionalise his culture for a 
Westem readership" (qtd in Rasheed). When he was five year old his family moved to 
Iran where his father worked for the Embassy of Afghanistan. The family moved back 
for a short time to move again to Paris, France in 1976. Due to the communist 
onslaught in the late 1980's, the family decided to seek asylum in the United States. 
Khaled Hosseini graduated from Independence High School in San Jose in 
1984 and got a degree in biology from Santa Clara University in 1988. He earned his 
M.D from School of Medicine, San Diego at University of Califomia. In 2006, he 
agreed to serve as a special envoy for the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refiigees, assisting displaced persons in war zones around the world. He lives in 
Northern Califomia with his wife Roya and their two children. 
With just two novels to his credit, Khaled Hosseini who writes in "straight-
ahead, utilitarian prose" (Kakutani) has become one of the most important voices 
representing Afghanistan. What is ironical is that "he became famous as the face and 
voice of a covmtry he hadn't seen since he was a kid, and whose sufferings under the 
Taliban he completely escaped" (Grossman). 
Though he spent only his childhood years in his native country yet the 
memories proved to be enough to form the foundation of his debut novel The Kite 
Runner (2003). The story of the novel proves Hosseini's "taste for melodramatic 
plotlines; sharply drawn, black-and-white characters; and elemental boldfaced 
emotions" (Kakutani). The novel was developed from a short story written in the 
spring of 1999. What adds to his fame was the sudden interest of the world in 
Afghanistan after the 9 September, 2001 episode. The world particularly western 
readers were looking for something to read from or on Afghanistan which was 
supposed to be the haven of Osama Bin Laden, the alleged culprit behind the Twin 
Tower attack. So one of the most important factors responsible for the success and 
record sales of this novel is "space-time coordinates" (Rasheed). Bilal ibn Rasheed 
fiirther gives another reason for his success in a critical article "The not-so-curious 
case of Khaled Hosseini". He holds extra-literary or what he calls "political forces" 
responsible for Hosseini's success who had not visited Afghanistan in the last two 
decades (Rasheed) at the time of writing his first novel. He claims, "Had these pro-
American, pro-Republican, pro-Britain, pro-Israel elements not been there, it seems 
Hosseini would have hardly been known outside Northern California" (Rasheed). 
His novel The Kite Runner has been adapted into a film of the same name 
released in December, 2007. The movie has been produced by DreamWorks/ 
Paramount production and is directed by Marc Forster (LaPorte and Fleming). Due to 
the unfavorable conditions in Afghanistan the movie was shot at Kashgar, a part of 
Western China which is in many ways geographically similar to Afghanistan. The 
movie was however banned in Afghanistan by the Culture Ministry in 2008 because 
of its alleged sensitiveness due to the rape scene (Wafa). Nonetheless the paperback 
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edition of the novel found an enthusiastic audience around the world and it spent more 
than two years on The New York Times bestseller list. 
Khaled Hosseini second novel A Thousand Splendid Suns, also set in 
Afghanistan, was released in May 2007. The story addresses many of the same issues 
as The Kite Runner but is concerned more with women's issues. The plot revolves 
around the life of two women characters that are sandwiched between an abusive 
husband and war. Whereas The Kite Runner had a "gripping start and stumbled into 
contrivance and sentimentality in its second half," A Thousand Splendid Suns starts 
off "programmatically and gains speed and emotional power as it slowly unfurls" 
(Kakutani). In 2008, the book was the bestselling novel in Britain with more than 
700,000 copies sold. The screen rights for the production of a movie have been 
acquired by producer Scott Rudin and Columbia Pictures (LaPorte and Fleming). 
Siba Shakib is an Iranian novelist and filmmaker. She has earned a name 
through her political activism and is associated with many organizations at present. 
Bom and raised in Tehran she had her schooling in a German school there. She went 
to Germany for her higher education at took place mainly in Germany where she 
completed her studies at the University of Heidelberg (Yudilovitch). She started her 
career as a journalist and radio presenter and showed the signs of a strong political 
awareness at a very young age. Both of her novels Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep (2002) and Samira and Samir (2005) were written in German and 
later translated into many languages. Her debut novel Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep won PEN prize. 
Siba Shakib has directed many documentaries which mostly depict the social, 
political and economic conditions of the war torn Afghanistan. She shows a deep 
concern particularly for the Afghan women. The most famous of her documentaries A 
Flower for the Women in Kabul won her German Human Rights film prize. Many 
organizations and schools in Afghanistan have been named after her heroines 
particularly Shirin Gol. 
In 2002 Siba Shakib got associated as an advisor with NATO led forces in 
Afghanistan but soon left as she got dissatisfied with the working of this force. 
Recently her third novel Eskandar (2009) has been released in German which is 
however beyond the scope of this thesis as its English translation is yet to be 
available. She now plans to adapt her novel Samira andSamir into a movie. 
As all the four novels are set m Afghanistan so a thorough investigation of the 
history of this war-torn country becomes indispensable. It becomes important to study 
the position of Afghan women in different spheres of life to get to the root of their 
victimization as reflected in the novels. The novels fall in the realistic genre and many 
of the actual events from Afghan history find ample space in them. The history and 
culture play the role of the strongest and omnipresent character in all the pages of the 
novels. 
The present thesis shall attempt to demonstrate how Afghan women as shown 
in the novels are in a war with society, culture and history; how they manage to stand 
and where they stand at present. Though the work is based on fiction, yet the novels 
under study give a sound reflection of the actual condition of Afghan women under 
the rule of different forces i.e. the Soviets, the Mujahidin, the Taliban and the present 
government under Hamid Karzai. With a sociological approach, the thesis shall open 
up a discussion on not so widely studied area of English literature and bring two 
writers with similiar themes close imder an ambit of study. The present scholar hopes 
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that the thesis shall act as a reference for any further literary study on the women of 
Middle East in general and of Afghanistan in particular. What forms the interest of 
this project is that it is first detailed study whatsoever on Siba Shakib. Though Khaled 
Hosseini has drawn critical attention around the globe but Siba Shakib's work has not 
received as much acclaim and appraisal. In an informal chat via internet with this 
scholar, she agrees that her novels have not gained as much fame as that of 
Hosseini's. 
Chapter first of the present thesis entitled 'Women and History' forms the base 
for the further discussion of the novels. As the novels imder study have been taken as 
"history and literature simultaneously" (Nixon 5), so the chapter attempts to throw 
light on the history of Afghanistan with an emphasis on the position of women vis-a-
vis culture, society, education, history and men. The chapter will cover the history 
from late 18th century till December 2011 when Afghanistan is still under the shadow 
of fundamentalist threat and American interference. Throughout the chapter the 
position of women is to be given more stress to get the idea about their status under 
different regimes and governments. The chapter is an attempt to cover the period of 
the monarchy, Soviet Union, the Mujahidin, the Taliban and the restoration of 
democracy under Hamid Karzai with an assistance of International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF). The chapter draws heavily on the historical details from 
Angelo Rasanayagam's A Modern History of Afghanistan (2003). 
Chapter second 'Woman as a Cultural Construct' shall attempt to define 
'gender' in different social contexts and shall probe into the question and position of 
woman as a culture and society specific construct. The chapter shall try to analyze the 
role of power, biology, religion, language and history in the construction of 'woman'. 
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Particularly stressing upon the Afghan culture and society, the chapter shall be based 
on the theorists ranging from Simone De Beaviour, Virginia Woolf, Michel Foucault 
to Judith Lorber and Ruth Hubbard. It will further analyze the novels under study and 
through a study of women characters particularly Samira shall bring out the elements 
of the process of gendering in almost every sphere of life. The interest of the chapter 
lies in the study of Samira's enforced 'gender-bending' where she is caught between 
the question of man and woman. Through Samira's character, the novelist justifies 
"one is not bom a woman" and asserts that gender is not a case of biological 
determination. 
The 'The Female Voice' shall read the novels under the light of the theory of 
Ecriture Feminine, Muted Group theory. Dominance theory and Difference theory. 
With a base from Helene Cixous' "The Laugh of Medusa", the chapter shall deal with 
the importance of voice of an individual and the audibility of the female voice in 
general and in the novels in particular. The emphasis shall be on the suppression of 
the female voice in the novels in the hands of different social and cultural agents with 
a detailed study and deconstruction of the stereotypes related to the use of burqa. The 
weak and repressed voice of the Hazaras, who form one of the poor and weak ethnic 
groups in Afghanistan, forms an important part of the chapter. Nonetheless the 
chapter throws light on the female friendship and unity where women characters try to 
stand up to raise a voice and form a resistance. The chapter shall discuss the strong 
voice of the women characters as well. 
The last chapter titled 'Sexual Colonization' shall attempt to define 
historically the terms 'colonization' and 'sexual colonization' within the context of 
the novels. It will be an attempt to define the women characters as a colonized sex and 
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shall further delve deep into the details about how women are colonized sexually. The 
novels will thoroughly be analyzed to extract out the factors involved in the 
colonization of women. Taking 'home,' 'family,' 'marriage' 'tribal religion' and 'sex' 
as the major factors, the chapter shall incorporate some statistical data from various 
studies to make the study of the novels concerned more objective. With a base from 
the theorists like Rousseau, Kate Millet, Gayle Rubin and Friedrick Engels, the 
chapter shall discuss that facet of women's lives where they have to face the horrors 
of war within and without the four walls of home. It problematizes the institution of 
marriage associated with the notions of female honour and security. 
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Women and History 
All the four novels are closely linked with the political and historical 
happenings of Afghanistan so they can prove an interesting reading if read from the 
Historicist point of view or even from a New Historicist angle reading what American 
critic Louis Montrose calls "the textuality of history, the historicity of texts" (Barry 
172). The novels, though literary texts, supply the readers a good amount of historical, 
social and political truths of Afghanistan. History has not been treated as a mere 
setting but comes live in the pages of the texts. If read from this perspective, which is 
quite inescapable, one feels motivated to go through the socio-political history of the 
country with a special emphasis on the position of women in different eras. Though 
they are not historical novels in the strict sense of the word, the title of the thesis 
demands a parallel study of literary (the novels) and non-literary (the history of the 
country) texts. Both the novelists have drawn in abimdance from the historical 
happenings of Afghanistan. Juxtaposed with the history of the country, the novels 
give a better and more clear understanding of the subject as Peter Barry writes, " . . . 
for the aim is not to represent the past as it really was, but to present a new reality by 
re-situating it" (175). Gayatri Spivak claims that there is no defined line separating 
literature and history. While history appears closer to the truth than literature, 
literature gives readers a sense of the real (336). Besides the novels have been taken 
by the readers less as pieces of literature and more as pieces of history of the country 
in which they are set. Jessie M. Nixon writes: 
The fact that novels like Kite Runner, A Thousand Splendid Suns, and The 
Swallows of Kabul have become national bestsellers and educational tools 
suggests that they have broken the barrier of literature and history: readers 
approach these novels as history and literature simultaneously. The huge 
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popularity of this literature demands that we take a socially responsible turn 
towards a critical analysis of the content. We need to understand the dangers 
associated with making assumptions about another culture based on a piece 
of literature. (5) 
The political tiu"bulence in any coimtry has a direct affect on its social and 
cultural set up. Afghanistan, a country which has been "for over 200 years . . . the 
object of Western myth, a land little understood but romanticized by many in Europe 
and America" (Wali 6) has witnessed authoritative monarchs, numberless coups, mass 
revolts, fundamental sweeps and external interferences since time immemorial. Of 
late after 1973 when the monarchy ended, Afghanistan has seen a lot of political 
turmoil. The imstable political history of Afghanistan which had been marked by 
power struggles, armed revolts and mass uprisings had a direct bearing on the social 
fabric of this multi-ethnic country, especially on the position of women, particularly 
the rural women. History of Afghanistan stands a testimony to the fact that the issues 
related to women have always been among the important factors for unstable polity. A 
cursory examination of history reveals that at various jimctures, the issues related to 
women have been the only reason behind the fall of a particular regime. 
Successive Afghan governments have failed to achieve their goal of building a 
strong and unified nation, the linguistic, myriad ethnic and cultural diversity of the 
nation being among important factors responsible. Moreover the presence of various 
tribes and difficult terrains has added to the problems of establishing a strong 
centralized government. Invasions and migrations have left an extremely complex 
ethnic, linguistic, tribal and cultural melange in Afghanistan. Pashtuns who were 
called Afghans for the first time by Persians are numerically the majority and 
politically dominant group. Louis Dupree lists and describes about twenty groups: 
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Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek, Hazara, Aymak, Farsiwan, Brahui, Baluchi, Turkomen, 
Nuristani, Kohistani, Pamiri, Kirghiz, Gujar, Moghol, Arab, Qizilbash, Hindus, Sikhs 
and Jews (57). 
At present American supported government rules Afghanistan, yet the citizens 
do not perceive visible sign of improvement. About this government, Thomas 
Barfield says, "The most successful model of Afghan governance employed the Swiss 
cheese approach, in which regimes expected their writs to run completely only in the 
most populated and economically prosperous parts of the country" (337-338). Even 
Islam has not been able to do the job of unifying the country to the extent it should 
have done because of the ethnic and linguistic groups which in one way or the other 
have proved stronger than the religion. Angelo Rasanayagam quotes an English 
general Sir Henry Rawlinson: 
The nation consists of a mere collection of tribes, of unequal power and 
divergent habits, which are held together, more or less loosely, according to 
the personal character of the chief, who ruled them. The feeling of patriotism, 
as known in Europe cannot exist among Afghans, for there is no common 
country, (xvi) 
Monarchy in Afghanistan 
Afghanistan, the land of Pashtuns, got its name from a synonym for the word 
Pashtun, 'Avghan' or 'Afghan' from the ancient Persian rulers. Afghanistan emerged 
as an autonomous political entity when Ahmad Shah Abdali popularly known as the 
father of the country got the conmiand of Kandahar from the Persian conqueror Nadir 
Shah in the middle of 18th century. By the time of his death in 1772, it was the largest 
West Asian empire after that of the Ottoman Turks. Ahmad Shah derived the 
legitimacy of his rule from a Great Assembly {Loya Jirgd) of representatives, elders 
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and warriors of the various Pashtun tribes who enthroned him as Padshah in 
Kandahar. He was bestowed with the title of Durri-i-Dauran (Pearl of the Age). He is 
said to have had a dream which inspired him to change his title to Durr-i-Durran 
(Pearl of the Pearls), thus becoming Ahmad Shah Durrani (Rasanayagam xv). He 
gave sound reward to his loyal followers and thus secured the adherence of the 
Afghan chiefs who might not have otherwise accepted his leadership as history proves 
that Afghans had not accepted any rule without resistance. 
So it was natural that the most popular of Ahmad Shah's sons would become 
the king and thus the success depended on how much support each of his son could 
muster from the influential tribal leaders and other ethnic groups. He was succeeded 
by his favorite son Timur who moved the capital from Kandahar to Kabul. After 
Timur's death in 1793, fratricidal struggles for the succession continued until Dost 
Mohammad, a strong scion of the powerfiil Barakzai branch of Abdalis, the 
Mohammadzais appeared on the scene. Diiring this period due to power struggle 
among Timur's sons the empire disintegrated. This period has been called a cycle of 
'fusion and fission' by Louis Dupree in his book Afghanistan. During this period the 
non-Pashtun clans like Mirs of Sind, Khans of Baluchistan and Uzbek Begs escaped 
Kabul's control. The Amir of Bokhara captured Balkh and Punjab and Kashmir were 
lost to Sikhs under Ranjeet Singh. Thus Dost Mohammad was left to rule Kabul and 
Ghazni only. 
The British advent was earlier made easy by Ahmad Shah's elimination of 
Marafhas who would have been the only powerful obstacle for the British after the 
decline of the Mughals. Later on it was in fact Dost Mohammad (also called Amir ul-
Mu'minin, Commander of the Faithfiil) in 1836 who appealed for British help to hold 
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back Ranjit Singh and his Sikhs of Kashmir from invading Afghanistan. In the mean 
time Russian Czars had begun under Peter the Great, and then under Catherine the 
Great to expand their empire at the advantage of the declining power of the Ottoman 
Turks. They began to penetrate central Asia through Syr Darya (Jaxartes). It was this 
fear of their coming which led to British intervention in Afghanistan as Russia was 
the only coimtry at that time that could have overtaken Britain in terms of power. First 
British thwarted the Persians, who with Russian support attempted to retake Herat and 
second British sent in troops to occupy Kabul, Kandahar and Jalalabad. However the 
British suffered badly-in what was later called the First Anglo-Afghan war-because of 
the fierce hostility of the population and their increasingly effective armed attacks on 
the British garrison. In this context Rasanayagam writes: 
During this 'Great Game' as Kipling called it, Afghanistan became a buffer 
state. The rivalries of two imperial powers led them to contain each other by 
fixing 'strategic frontiers', which were later endorsed bilaterally in the 
Anglo-Russain Convention of St Petersburg of 1907, a treaty that was part of 
realignment of European alliances constituting 'the march of folly' described 
by Barbara Tuchman that led to the First World War. (xviii) 
After Dost Mohammad, Afghanistan fell into the hands of many incapable 
rulers; first to Dost Mohanunad's son Sher Shah, then from one brother to another: 
Afzal Shah and Azam Shah. It was finally in 1880 that Afzal Shah's son Abdur 
Rehman Khan was recognized as Amir of Afghanistan by the British in 1880 after the 
stiff resistance of the local populace against a short but tyrant rule of General Roberts, 
a British, in 1879. About Abdur Rehman Khan's period Thomas Barfield writes, "The 
power base of this new elite stood in sharp contrast to the old feudal aristocracy, 
although it remained largely Pashtun in origin" (168). He was brought back from exile 
of about 11 years which he spent in Samarkand and Teshkent. Abdur Rehman Khan 
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opened a number of madrassas, besides a number of places for the memorizing of the 
Quran were set up, called dar-ul-hifaz (Shahrani 69). He introduced a series of 
legislative reforms and tried to reinstate women's divorce and hereditary rights of 
widows. According to Helena Malikyar, " . . . for the first time in the history of 
Afghanistan, royal decrees were issued compelling the male population to abide by 
the prescriptions of Islam as far as women were concerned." (qtd in Riphenburg 410). 
Valentine M. Moghadam throws light on his legislative reforms, "He also modified a 
law pertaining to child marriages, permitting a girl who had been given in marriage 
before she had reach the age of puberty to refuse or accept her marriage ties when she 
attained full age" (216). 
Grandson of Dost Mohammad, Abdur Rehman Khan was well aware of the 
Afghan situation and is quoted as: "How can a small power like Afghanistan, which is 
like a goat between the two lions, or a grain of wheat between two strong millstones 
of the grinding mill, stand in the midway of the stones without being ground to dust" 
(qtd. in Amey 121)? Between 1881 and 1901 Abdur Rahman Khan with the help of 
the British ruthlessly crushed ethnic dissent and attempted to create a strong 
centralized state. The country's borders were established according to the strategic 
needs of the imperial powers rather than the socio-political needs of Afghanistan's 
diverse groups (Rostami-Povey 9). Abdur Rehman was succeeded by his son 
HabibuUah Khan (1901-1919) who luckily came over without any resistance; an 
unusual event in Afghan history. Actually Abdur Rehman had quite wisely kept all his 
other sons away from Kabul to avoid a clash. HabibuUah Khan had a personal 
fascination for Western inventions. He continued with his father's efforts of 
modernization of Afghanistan, although in a limited way. His father had already set 
up some small scale industries and HabibuUah started adding modem facilities to 
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them. HabibuUah Khan hired foreign technicians for mining industry, got a road built 
and commissioned an American engineer to build the country's first hydro-electric 
plant. About him David B. Edwards writes, "HabibuUah was a modernist in one 
sense—he liked Western inventions, be they automobiles, photography, or golf; but 
he had little time for the political and social agendas that modernists brought with 
them and that began to sweep through his kingdom in the first two decades of the 
century." (58). He gave the powers back to religious leaders who were stripped of it 
till now by his father. He declared Afghan independence and partially succeeded to 
remove the limitations on his country's sovereignty such as the right of the British to 
oversee its foreign affairs imposed in the Treaty of Gandamak in 1879 signed by the 
then ruler Yaqub Khan under the British pressure. He started diplomatic relations with 
many countries without prior consultations with the viceroy (Lord Curzon). Although 
with a limited financial back up, he tried to bring a great deal of social and economic 
reforms. Besides he has the credit of keeping Afghanistan largely peaceful in spite of 
the World War over head. Though the tribal and religious leaders of Loya Jirga 
supported the war against the British in the war, he was clear in his policy of 
neutrality. When a Turko-German mission tried to persuade him to attack British in 
India and the Russians in Turkestan in return of a vast quantity of arms and gold, the 
astute Amir held a correspondence with British in India and demanded that in return 
to his neutrality despite the internal pressures, they should give up the Treaty of 
Gandamak which gave them the control of Afghanistan's foreign relations. When 
things did not work this way "he eventually signed a totally imrealistic draft treaty in 
which he pledged support for the central powers in return for no less than twenty 
million pounds in gold, 100,000 rifles and 300 carmons" (Ewans 116). He did not 
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survive to see the British control removed as he was assassinated on a hunting trip in 
1919. 
One of his sons, AmanuUah Khan (1919) came to throne on 27th February, 
1919 and he later proved to be the first ruler who was determined to drag his nation 
into the 20th century at any cost. However he lacked the political shrewdness and 
wisdom of his father and thus his clumsy efforts to modernize Afghanistan ended in 
grief and anarchy, all this despite the fact that he had a knowledgeable advisor 
Mahmud Khan Tarzi (1865-1933) in his court. AmanuUah Khan who later got the title 
oiGhazi (Islamic Victor), declared war against the British after the latter's denial of 
granting fiiU freedom to Afghanistan and fought the less known Third Anglo-Afghan 
war of May 1919 in which the British army used the military aircraft and dropped 
bombs on Kabul and Jalalabad. It later led to the Treaty of Rawalpindi in August 1919 
in which Afghanistan got freedom to conduct its own affairs for the first time. 
First Step towards Women Emancipation in Afghanistan 
For the first time in Afghanistan, a king proved to be a believer of a 
democratic set up, although partially as AmanuUah Khan established a council of 
ministers and adopted a constitution in 1923. He used the issue of women's position 
in Afghan society as a proxy to push for wider political and religious reforms. His 
decrees regarding women, compulsory education for all and co-educational schools 
angered the religious conservatives and there were ominous signs of revolt. Mahmud 
Khan Tarzi resigned in 1925 after his advice of proceeding cautiously was ignored by 
AmanuUah. AmanuUah visited many European countries and was the first Afghan 
ruler to visit the Soviet Union. After this grand tour, photographs of Queen Soraya 
were circulated in Afghanistan in which she was unveiled and wearing evening dress 
23 
at a European state reception party. There was a provocation in the already angry 
mullahs and reaction was that the king has turned against Allah and Islam and 
Afghanistan needed to be liberated from him (Rasanayagam 21). 
For the first time some solid steps for the emancipation of women were taken 
by king AmanuUah Khan in the 1920s. King AmanuUah and his wife Queen Soraya 
opened the first school for girls in Kabul in the 1920s and the school (called Malalai) 
had enrolled 800 girls by 1928 (Nojumi, Mazurana, Stites 62). He tried to put an end 
to the seclusion of women by discarding the traditional veil which Afghan women had 
to wear in public. Zohra Yusuf Daoud, who is an alumna of one the schools opened 
during this period says, "The king gave all women the option to remove the veil, a 
garment not like the all-encompassing burqas we see today, but a traditional veil that 
covers only the wearer's head" (107). 
AmanuUah's revolutionary wife Queen Soraya also encouraged the king to 
arrange for the modem education which was till then a prerogative of the male 
population only. Zohra Yusuf Daoud quotes Queen Soraya's address to a group of 
women on Afghanistan's seventh independence anniversary in 1926: 
Do not think . . . that our nation needs only men to serve it. Women should 
also take their part as women did in early years of Islam. The valuable 
services rendered by women are recounted throughout history from which we 
learn that women were not created solely for pleasure and comfort. From 
their examples we learn that we must all contribute toward the development 
of our nation and this cannot be done without being equipped with 
knowledge. (107) 
AmanuUah established a centre called 'Association for the Protection of 
Women' a kind of consultant body with the main objective of dissuading the people 
from ill treating women and bringing them at par with men in the field of education. 
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Through this body he wanted to put forth compulsory education for all and specially 
stressed on the need of emancipating the women. 
After an official trip to European countries, Amanullah announced a series of 
reforms before Loya Jirga (Grand Assembly) which was composed of leading tribal 
and religious leaders. He called for a western style constitutional monarchy, a cabinet 
of ministers, an elected lower house and a nominated upper house. He ordered the 
separation of religious and state powers. He imposed monogamy, compulsory 
education for all and co-educational schools. However the Loya Jirga rejected his 
proposals. As an avantgarde for the upliftment and modernization of the society in 
general and women in particular he convened his ovm Loya Jirga of loyalists. In this 
context Martin Ewans writes: 
Amanullaha's tragedy was that he was a man who was long on reformist zeal 
and short on worldly wisdom. Despite his many attractive qualities, he was 
arrogant, impatient and impulsive, and had increasingly surrounded himself 
with incompetents and sycophants. While he was concerned to root out 
corrupt practices, these were, paradoxically, increased through his creation of 
bureaucracy that was, inevitably, susceptible to corruption and nepotism. 
(134) 
All his reckless concerns of modernizing Afghanistan coupled with his lack of 
knowledge of the intricacies of his tribal coimtry led to armed revolts which forced 
him to flee to Turkey. A power vacuimi was created and a Tajik bandit by the name of 
HabibuUah got hold of Kabul for about nine months. Also knovm as the 'Bacha-i-
Saqao' meaning 'the son of a water carrier' he sent a reign of terror all around. Even 
the religious leaders who were strongly antagonistic to Amanullah Khan got alienated 
from him. Nadir Shah, a powerful member of Musahiban tribe with the help of his 
brothers led one of the armed struggles against him and soon succeeded and occupied 
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Kabul in 1929. Although with a show of reluctance, Nadir Shah accepted the throne 
with the tribal support and later was endorsed by a full Loya Jirga. He built up a 
strong army, gave religious clerics lucrative posts, built roads and communications. 
He made the religious law of the Hanafi School of Suimi Islam the official law of 
Afghanistan. On economic side he did a lot to reform the declining Afghan industries. 
He started import and export trade and opened the first bank in Afghanistan by the 
name of Bank-i-Milli. He reopened the schools and sent back the young Afghan 
women and men to studies abroad who were earlier called back by Bacho-i-Saquo. 
Amanullah was later shot dead by a high school student in 1933 in what was 
described as revenge to the murder of one Ghulam Nabi Charki who was his political 
opponent. His French educated son Zahir Shah became the king at an early age of 19. 
He was only kept on the throne as a monarch and it were his uncles who ruled. The 
king's uncle Hashim Khan who had been appointed prime minister in 1929 continued 
till 1946 when he was replaced by his brother Shah Mahmud. The new prime minister 
released many political prisoners as an attempt to legitimize the regime which led to 
elections for parliament in 1949 in which 40% of 120 members elected were 
educated. This quasi-liberal parliament did open some windows with the appearance 
of newspapers and some political movement. It resulted in the formation of a loosely 
organized political association called 'The Movement of Enlightened Youth' with its 
manifesto which called for the eradication of anachronistic customs and ideas, the 
grant of legal rights to women, accountability in the government, formation of 
political parties and economic development. This party could not muster enough 
support as the unlettered general population remained unreceptive to their secular 
ideas. 
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Daoud Khan, the king's cousin and brother-in-law assumed prime ministership 
in 1953 and later on played an important role in the politics of Afghanistan. As 
Afghanistan was in need of dire external economic and military assistance and to 
which USA was indifferent, Daoud Khan, an extremely dynamic leader, immediately 
turned to Soviet Union for help who granted Afghanistan all the help in the fields of 
military and economic areas. Although it was doubted that this alliance could tempt 
the Russians towards Afghanistan but Daoud Khan was confident that there would be 
no takers of Communism in his coimtry. Soviets also supported Afghanistan on the 
issue of Pushtanistan which had already made the relationship with Pakistan sour. By 
1955 Soviets gave numerous loans to the Afghan government for various 
development projects which included roads, tuimels, hydro-electric plants, irrigation 
dams, canals etc. However these projects had a great psychological and propaganda 
value for the Soviets as they started entering Afghanistan in a very organized maimer 
and Daoud Khan could not perceive the implications of this friendly interference. This 
step was speculated as test case for the Russians who were, after the death of Stalin, 
strategically interested in the Third World to increase their area of dominance. 
Although Daoud Khan was in favour of women emancipation but he was not 
reckless like Amanullah and he avoided quite cautiously the wrath of religious 
fanatics. He had gathered around him many religious scholars who contemplated quite 
carefially on every reform put forth by him. When it was concluded by his govenunent 
that purdah or veil has no Islamic sanction, he did not promulgate the decree but acted 
unofficially by placing the royal women unveiled on the podium to review a military 
parade. Although the result was a revolt by the mullahs but it was ruthlessly crushed 
by arrests and severe punishment. Before this event, women had been appointed for 
singers and announcers in the Radio Afghanistan and a delegation of Afghan women 
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attended an international women's conference in Colombo in 1957. In 1958 a woman 
was included in the Afghan delegation to UN in New York. A number of women were 
recruited to serve as receptionists and hostesses in the national airline, Arianna. It was 
during this period that women voted for the first time in the election of 1965 (Nojumi, 
Mazurana, and Stites 84). By the early 1970s, 111 co-educational schools were 
opened in Afghanistan. In Kabul, there were 51 co-educational schools, 7 girls' 
middle schools, and 5 girls' high schools. Outside Kabul, there were 36 middle 
schools in 19 provinces and 11 girls' high schools in 10 provinces. From the early 
1970's imtil 1992, school enrollment slowly increased (Emadi 73). 
Due to the continuous strife with Pakistan on Pashtunistan issue, Afghanistan 
lost 40% of its revenue during the years 1961-1963 and this loss led to a chaos which 
ultimately showed Daoud Khan a way to resignation on 9 March, 1963. Dr 
Mohammad Yousaf was appointed prime minister by the king and the first major 
annoimcement by the new prime minister was the drafting of a constitution by a 
committee of seven members. In September 1964 a Loya Jirga of 452 members was 
convened to discuss and adopt the new constitution. This Loya Jirga was the most 
representative of all assemblies in Afghan history till date. It was adopted after heated 
debates but it remained limited to a minority of Afghan intellectuals with almost no 
relevance to the 90% of illiterate population who were rural and tradition bound. 
However, the importance of the constitution carmot be denied as it laid a foundation 
for almost all the fixture constitutions including the present one in Afghanistan. It 
introduced the bicameral system of governance with an elective house Wolesi Jirga 
and an upper house of nobles, Meshrano Jirga. When Yousaf Mohammad was 
confirmed in the office, it led to accusations and protests fi-om many quarters. In such 
a violent protest three students got killed outside the house of prime minister. In an 
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emergency like situation Dr Mohammad Hashim Maiwandal was appointed the prime 
minister in 1965 and was requested by the king to form a new government as the 
reform minded members of Wolesi Jirga demanded a complete break from the past. 
During this tumultuous period there was a great amount of development in the field of 
education, politics, economics and press. The first college in Afghanistan by the name 
of Habibia College which was already established in 1904 and was modeled on 
Aligarh Muslim University was further developed and renovated. Further the number 
of students at primary level increased from 91,414 in 1950-51 to 942,787 in 1978. 
Similarly the number rose from 4908 to 106,544 at secondary level and from 461 to 
21,118 at tertiary level. First co-educational institution of Afghanistan was opened in 
1961 which is still considered as Daoud's major contribution to women emancipation 
(Rubin 119). 
There was an advent of press and media in Afghanistan and a lot of 
newspapers and weeklies started appearing. Louis Dupree lists about thirty privately 
sponsored weeklies which appeared, disappeared and reappeared during this period. 
He further lists about six political groupings of this period (601). It was during this 
period that the Marxists with a support of USSR formed People's Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan (PDPA) which later on broke into two distant groups- one around Babrak 
Karmal and another around Noor Mohammad Taraki. The factions in whom the 
differences were personal and not political came to be known as Parchamis and 
Khalqis. 
Amidst a strong resentment from conservative elements, in 1965 a group of 
six women joined to form Democratic Organization of Afghan Women (DOAW) with 
the main objective of eliminating illiteracy among women, forced marriages and 
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bride-price. They achieved success to some extent as four of them get elected to 
parUament in the election of 1970 but soon with an increased hostility from mullahs, 
their activities stopped and the organization became less radical and was renamed All-
Afghan Women's Conucil in 1986 (Moghadam 232). However they managed to 
achieve the legal right for women to study aboard and work outside the home 
(Moghadam 225). 
Besides this period witaessed the formation of Jamiat-i-Islami (Society of 
Islam) in 1965 under the auspices of the Head of the Department of Theology of 
Kabul University, Ghulam Mohammad Niazi. This Society of Islam also split 
between the moderates and extremists. The moderate group was led by Burhanuddin 
Rabbani and Ahmad Shah Masood and the radical group by Gulbaddin Hekmatyar. 
Burhanuddin Rabbani was recently killed on 20th September, 2011 in a suicide attack 
by a turbaned bomber. At the time of his death he was "Chairman of the High Peace 
Council- leading the year-old Afghan effort to negotiate with the Taliban" (Joshua, 
"Former Afghan President Rabbani Killed in Suicide Attack"). Days after his killing 
the present Interior Minister of Afghanistan Bismillah Mohammadi blamed Pakistan 
and told the parliament, ""Without any doubt, ISI was involved" (Joshua, "Clear 
Evidence of ISI hand in Rabbani Murder: Kabul"). 
There was an open rivalry between the Marxists and the Islamists with the 
latter in better books of public and with massive student strength in 'Organization of 
Muslim Youth'. This Islamic backlash took the form of attacks on the women wearing 
western dresses. The mullahs declared that women should remain indoors and when 
they came out without a veil, acid was sprinkled on their faces. These excesses were 
mostly practiced by the Gulbaddin Hekmatyar led faction. 
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End of Monarchy and Growth of Communism 
On 17 July 1973, the rule of King Zaheer Shah came to an end when on a 
holiday in Europe he was disposed of by his former prime minister and cousin Daoud 
Khan. In this context, Martin Ewans quotes the prophetic words of British ambassador 
in Afghanistan of that time: 
. . . if the relaxation in the control of the press and the gradual introduction of 
a liberal political system should lead to an up-surge of anti-government 
sentiment and a factious opposition, there is certain to emerge a group with 
supporters among the royal family urging a return to strong government 
under Prince Daoud and, possibly the suspension of the constitution. (176) 
The forecast did prove a reality when Babrak Karmal of the Parchami faction of 
PDPA helped Daoud Khan to gain power because he considered Daoud's revolution 
as carrying out the program of PDPA. This alliance did not last long and the first to 
suffer Daoud's wrath were the people who might have helped him. They were the 
leaders of the preceding democratic government- Dr Mohammad Yousuf, Musa 
Shafiq and Hashim Maiwandal. Two major drawbacks in Daoud's foreign policy were 
his unalterable fiiendship with the Soviets and his perennial interest in Pashtunistan 
issue. When Bangladesh got separated from Pakistan in 1971, there was an uprising in 
Pashtuns and Baluchs and Daoud exploited the situation by setting camps to train and 
arm Baluchi fi-eedom fighters. Pakistan retaliated to this action by bombing in 
Jalalabad and Kabul and by encouraging Islamists and other anti Daoud factions. On 
the other side, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto successfully prevailed on the USSR to use their 
influence to settle the Pashtunistan issue and Daoud was politically forced to negotiate 
with Pakistan in the interest of the whole region. This forced negotiation which led to 
Daoud's disillusionment had immediate repercussions on his foreign as well as 
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domestic policies and Daoud began to purge his inners circles of Parchamis which 
resulted in the unity of the two bitterly opposed factions of PDPA. To avoid the 
possible aftermath, Daoud set up his own party under the banner of National 
Revolutionary Party but could not muster enough support. The Communists under 
Khalq leader HafizuUah Amin planned for a coup but the real practical precipitated 
with the murder of Parcham ideologue Mir Akbhar Khyber who was shot dead by 
two unidentified gimmen during the night of 17 April, 1978. Even before the actual 
d'etat coup and Daoud's death, Major Aslam Watanjar (in Pastu) and Abdul Qadir (in 
Persian) announced on the Radio Kabul that 'a military coimcil' headed by Abdul 
Qadir had taken power and that the future policy would be based on the sacred 
teachings of Islam. There was no mention of Marxism or socialism in this 
announcement which formed the real base of this often called "Saur Revolution" 
(Rasanayagam 70). Daoud Khan was killed in the same year and thus started the reign 
of the communists in Afghanistan which later became a cause of thousands of 
killings. Three days after the coup, the formation of a Revolutionary Council of the 
People's Democratic Republic of Afghanistan was publicly announced with Noor 
Mohammad Taraki as vice chairman. The Council had its first meeting on 1 May, 
1978 and the portfolios were allotted to both the Parchamis and the Khalqis with 
Taraki as prime minister and Babrak Karmal, HafizuUah Amin and A. Wajanjar as 
deputy prime ministers. About this formation of government. Raja Anwar writes, 
"What the party had done was to set up not one but three governments within the 
government in an effort to maintain what it thought was a political balance . . . In 
other words, three mini cabinets were three distant and conflicting groups" (112). The 
Commimist influence was soon felt when The Revolutionary Council was replaced by 
the Russian styled politburo where HafizuUah Amin could not find a place and this 
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led to an unending alteration between the two factions. Finally after a long struggle of 
about six months the overall control was taken by Khaliqs and the main leaders of the 
Parcham faction including Babrak Karmal were offered to live in a glorified exile as 
ambassadors. 
Valentine M. Moghadam places 'Saur Revolution' in the family of revolutions 
that also included Vietnam, Cuba, Algeria, PDRY and Ethopia (92). Although many 
efforts were made by the minority commxmist government to bring a real revolution in 
the country but their lack of knowledge of the inner workings of the rural class 
resulted in mass uprisings. PDPA claimed that their literacy programmes provided 
basic education for over 18,000 Afghan women- yet the adult literacy rate for females 
was just 5 percent in 1979. UNESCO estimated that in 1979, 88.2 percent of urban 
women over the age of 25 had no schooling while 99.2 percent of the same aged rural 
women had no schooling (Emadi 52). The communist government tried to safeguard 
women's rights but without the proper understanding of Afghan tradition. They failed 
to perceive that any attempt to disturb the status quo regarding women would be 
countered by the religious mullahs whose influence has always been greater than the 
mainstream government. Actually "PDPA was unable to mobilize adequate financial 
and human resources for its social reform agenda" (Burki 54). The most controversial 
part of the reforms put forth by the government was related to the rights of the women 
which were relentlessly opposed by the religious scholars. The mutual consent of 
bride and groom, the minimxim marriageable age for boys at 18 and for girls at 16 and 
the upper limit of 300 Afghanis placed on the Maker provoked a bitter controversy 
and were seen as a fi-ontal attack on the tradition and religion of rural Afghanistan 
(Emadi 100). Although this decree granted women exclusive rights to seek divorce, 
divorce was not an option for most Afghan women. First, in Afghan society, divorce 
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is viewed as a "social stigma" and by divorcing her husband a woman would 
"dishonour" her family (Emadi 98). Second, divorce affected child custody laws. 
Moreover women seeking justice as plaintiffs before the law also faced difficulties as 
the law courts were not themselves in proper order. Besides domestic abuse could not 
be raised as the basis for a divorce because there were no legal codes that criminalize 
domestic abuse or violence within the home. This implies that criminal charges could 
not be laid against the man in cases of domestic violence and judges often ignored 
domestic abuse unless the injuries were severe. Women were routinely sent back to 
abusive spouses and told to come to an agreement. 
If a woman seeks a divorce through the official courts, she stands to lose her 
mahr, which are the assets or financial goods that a man transfers to her at the 
time of marriage. Sharia law views mahr as a mandatory obligation of 
Muslim men and says that no law can take the mahr away from women; this 
system is also codified in Afghan civil law. However, in most divorce cases 
in Afghanistan women are not allowed to keep their mahr after divorce due to 
custom and the weakness of the rule of civil law. (Nojumi, Mazurana, and 
Stites, 97) 
The uprisings against the communist mainstream were brutally repressed by 
the government with about 50,000 to 100,000 disappearances (Roy 90). With Pakistan 
under the military ruler Zia-ul-Haq interfering by helping the local refugees to turn 
into guerilla fighters, Taraki and Amin flew to Moscow in December 1978 to seek its 
military help thereby paving a safe and uncontroversial way to the Soviet military 
influx that had by now formed a strong military base in Afghanistan. 
The Soviet Rule 
During the mid 1979, there arose a disagreement between HafizuUah Amin 
and Mohammad Yousaf Taraki thereby breaking the Khalqis into two groups. There 
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was a series of bizarre incidents with different versions ending in Taraki's murder and 
thus started Amin's days in power. Most of the country was in rebellion and there 
were military and financial difficulties. Hafizullah Amin turned to Pakistan and the 
USA without much success. Amin had been never in good books of the Soviets due to 
his suspicious US inclination and Soviets considered the departure of Amin as the 
best option to bring normalcy in the region. Besides he was seen as an obstacle in 
their way of invading Afghanistan and was thus removed instantly. In spite of a major 
opposition at international level, the first battalion of Soviet infantry landed in 
Afghanistan in December, 1979 which "represented largest Soviet military operation 
since World War II and the first extension of the Brezhnev Doctrine outside eastern 
Europe" (Moghadam 207). During the years of the Soviet invasion, the Soviet-
controlled government committed grave human right violations against Afghans. In 
rural areas, where the bulk of the fighting took place, the Soviet fighters would torture 
women for information against the resistance groups. In the urban areas, women who 
peacefiiUy protested against communism risked incarceration, torture and even 
execution. The Russian soldiers would infiltrate into Afghan classrooms, women's 
gathering and youth organizations to search for opposition to their ideology. Many 
Afghan women often became the target of the Russians and were jailed. Male jail 
guards, employed by the communist government, would sometimes sexually molest 
jailed women often in front of the male prisoners. The international pressure and the 
condemnation by the Security Council of United Nations did not deter the Soviets. On 
27 December Amin and his family became unconscious after taking lunch prepared 
by their Russian cooks and as was later narrated, Amin was killed by the Russians 
while fighting. 
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Babrak Karmal was appointed new prime minister and he left no stone 
unturned to gain internal acceptance of the people of Afghanistan with a more stress 
on rural inhabitants. He promised elections, a multi party system, land reforms and 
amnesty to returning refugees. Eden Naby writes: 
Karmal took several purely symbolic but conciliatory steps to clean the 
tamished religious image of the PDPA. Among these were to redesign the 
national insignia to include once more Islamic symbols removed in 1978, to 
launch a show of personal piety for lack of which he personally had 
previously been condemned, to set up a clerical establishment from among 
Afghans previously unheard of as religious leaders, and to accuse the 
resistance of the destruction of Islamic sites and of use of Islam for political 
purposes. (799) 
In spite of his promise to release of all political prisoners not much was done on 
ground as most of the prisoners released were Parchamis and the executions and 
disappearances continued. All this led the state into a political cataclysm and further 
deteriorated the already bitter relations between the Parchamis and Khalqis and the 
latter left no opportunity to blacken the already tamished image of the government. 
The Advent of Mujahidin 
Due to Soviet interference, there grew a bitter hatred among the local 
populace against Marxism and ultimately against the Russians. As a result many 
resistance groups called Mujahidin (from the Arabic mugahid, meaning struggler) 
(Burki 54) were formed to push Russians to leave Afghanistan. Pakistan started 
expanding its support to these local guerillas which had by now gained the espousal of 
other countries like Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt and Israel. The US also started 
supplying arms and aid to these militant groups with a hidden agenda of pushing 
Soviet out of Afghanistan. Weeda Mansoor vmtes, "It may surprise Westerners that 
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these ftindamentalists form the backbone of the Northern Alliance, which the West 
has chosen once again to support since September 11 [2001]" (71). When inquired 
about the US support of Gulbaddin Hekmatyar, one of the most uncompromising 
Mujahidin commanders, a US official in Pakistan explained, "Fanatics fight better" 
(Cordovez and Harrison 62-63). These resistance groups which were against the 
Soviet as well as traditional Islamic leadership came to be collectively called 
Mujahidin about whom Eden Naby wrote in 1988: 
Out of the forge of war is evolving a new Afghan nationalism, a reworking of 
ethnic relationships, new sub-structures of political relationships, and most 
significantly, an Islamic ideology. This new ideology has a closer intellectual 
kinship with Islamic movements across the rest of the Muslim world than 
with any past expressions of Afghan Islam. (789) 
These groups were assorted in their opinions with only a single similarity-opposition 
to the Soviet backed Babrak Kamal. Angelo Rasanayagam (103-104) mentions about 
seven major such Mujahidin groups. They are: 
1. Hizb-i-Islami - Mostly Pashtuns with a solid support from Pakistan and 
heavily involved in drugs manufacture and trafficking. Leader of this group was the 
radical Ghilzai Pashtun Gulbaddin Hekmatyar. 
2. Another Hizb-i-Islami - Under the leadership of Younis Khalis it was a 
breakaway from Hekmatyar faction with some support from Pakistan. 
3. Jamait-i-Islami - A moderate group of mostly Tajiks under Burhanuddin 
Rabbani with another commander Ahmad Shah Masood who later gained 
international reputation. The group had good relationship with Iran. 
4. Ittihad-i-Islami Bara-i-Azadi Afghanistan (Islamic Union for the Freedom 
of Afghanistan) - This group had little success in military operations and had main 
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support from Saudi Arabia. The main leader of this faction was Addal-Rab al-Rasul 
Sayyaf. 
5. Harkat-i-Inqilab-i-Islami (Islamic Revolution Movement) - This group had 
a strong Sufi following and was largely composed of Pashtuns. The leader of this 
group was Molvi Nabi Mohammad. 
6. Mahaz-i-Milli-i-Islami (National Islamic Front) - This group was the 
supportive of King Zahir Shah and the leader of this faction Sayyid Ahmad Gailani 
traced his descent from Prophet Mohammad. 
7. Jabha-I-Nejat-I-Milli (National Liberation Front) - This group did not get 
much popularity and had neither good relations with Pakistan and nor with Saudi 
Arabia. It was led by SebghatuUah Mujadidi. 
Although the number of Mujahidin increased and reached a whooping 150,000 
in 1980 but they were not united. There was a rigid stand on all the sides and Sunni-
Shia strife formed the main reason behind this lack of understanding. Moreover, the 
usual ethnic and linguistic diversity also added to the division. Many attempts were 
made in Pakistan and elsewhere to unite the Mujahidin but it bore no fixiits. A 
particular problem in this regard was the hard attitude of Gulbaddin Hekmatyar who 
was never ready to accept any proposal by the other Mujahidin groups. However, the 
resistance towards the Soviet increased with every passing day with more and more 
people joining the cause. Thousands were killed and arrested but the Afghans were 
determined to oust the Communist regime. Russians used all their efforts and modem 
weapons but every strategy was answered effectively by the Mujahidin. As the 
Russian army was not trained to operate in such harsh and mountainous condition so 
it fared badly. One of the chief strategies used by Russian agents was to pose as 
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Mujahidin and penetrate into their groups. One such notorious agency was KHAD 
under the leadership of Dr NajibuUah, a staunch communist. Not much is known 
about the war between the Mujahidin and the Soviets because the reporters could not 
cross into Afghanistan; however the official records put the Russian causalities at 
15,000 killed and 37,000 wounded. Soviet replaced the passive Babrak with Dr 
NajibuUah and started motivating the Mujahidin for an interim government but in 
vain. In February 1988 in Geneva Accord, Mikhail Gorbochev declared that the 
Soviets would withdraw over a ten month process starting on 15 May, 1988. However 
the Soviet did not adhere fiiUy to this accord signed on 14 April, 1988 and continued 
interference until its disintegration in the early 1990s, one of the reasons being the 
Afghan fiasco. 
During all these years of war there was almost no stress on women rights but 
the educational standard of the capital city increased though at a slower pace and 
women in Kabul achieved great gains in access to education and employment by the 
1990s. Many co-educational schools were opened and women made up 70 percent of 
teachers, 50 percent of the civil servants, and 40 percent of the capital's physicians 
(Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites 84). 
It was predicted that NajibuUah regime would collapse in the face of Soviet 
withdrawal and Mujahidin pressure but it did not happen owing to division and later 
on fighting among the Mujahidin groups. Due to the lack of a true nationalist identity 
and lack of political experience, NajibuUah was not popular enough among common 
populace as Eden Nady writes: 
The new leadership represented by Najibulfah belongs to a generation that 
has matured within the ranks of the PDPA. They have no national experience, 
in the legislature for example, but have served only within party ranks. 
39 
Najibullah's service as head of KHAD during the Soviet occupation renders 
his loyalty to his own country even more suspect . . . His limited national 
credentials render Najibullah's credibility in using nationalism or Islam as a 
basis of appeal for reconciliation questionable. (800) 
NajibuUah called the Loya Jirga twice, first in May 1989 and then in 1990 to 
offer inducement to the Mujahidin commanders but every effort failed. Even 
interference from Pakistan and America did not help and the internal struggle 
continued with mainly Hekmatyar (Pashtun) at the centre of the problem due to his 
hostile attitude towards Burhanuddin Rabbani and Ahmad Shah Masood (Tajiks) and 
Abdul Rasheed Dostum (Uzbek). Women and children, especially in the rural areas 
lived in fear of rape, violence, kidnappings and forced marriages without any laws or 
judicial authority to protect them. There is no data to confirm the vast number of rapes 
and the degree of violence perpetrated by the Mujahidin. In fact, many sources 
believe that the period of the civil war was more violent for women than imder the 
Taliban due to the extreme numbers of murders and rapes by the Mujahidin (Rostami-
Povey 26). Under the Mujahidin, women education suffered badly. By 1993, girls' 
access to education tumultuously decreased as the civil war and Mujahidin forced the 
closure of many girls' schools, hi some areas, the various factions prohibited women 
from attending school and working outside the home. In this regard Saba Gul Khattak 
writes: 
Although progress in women's rights in Afghanistan was undeniably slow, it 
was reversed when US backed Mujahideen took over in April 1992. This 
government had no national policy on women's rights- indeed it was itself 
hardly a viable government, as fighting among different factions led to a 
complete breakdowoi of order. (19) 
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A provisional government under the aegis of Islamic Jihad Council with 
SebghatuUah Mujadidi as its head was formed. Mujadidi was planned to step down 
after two months to pave a way for an interim government for four months under 
Burhanuddin Rabbani during which elections were to be planned. But this optimistic 
plan failed due to the strong hold of Hekmatyar and his demand of removal of Ahmad 
Shah Masood and Abdul Rasheed Dostum from the government. Eventually Saudi 
Arabia, Pakistan and Iran brokered a peace deal in Islamabad which called Hekmatyar 
for prime ministership but he was prevented by the forces of Masood and Dostum to 
enter Kabul thereby inviting a fierce battle among the Mujahidin groups. In 1994, 
United Nations interfered and tried to place an interim government comprising of all 
the parties under a former Tunisian minister, Mohammad Mestiri with even 
Hekmatyar getting ready to accept the proposal but by then everything got cut short 
by the appearance of a hitherto unknown group- the Taliban, who were generally 
considered as a product of general disillusionment with Mujahidin. 
Women under the Taliban 
Taliban (plural of Talib, which in Arabic means "student" and implies those 
who seek Islamic knowledge) (Burki 54) took the reins power in their hands in 1996. 
The Taliban movement, which later became a thorn in flesh for the West, mostly 
comprised of Afghan refiigee students from madrassas (religious schools) in 
Baluchistan, Peshawar, Quetta and North West Frontier Province (NWFP) of Pakistan 
(Mertus 56). A story of their origin reads that a guerilla commander in Kandahar 
region raped and killed three women in July 1994 and a mullah by the name of 
Mohammad Omar was asked by the local people to take revenge on the commander. 
Mohammad Omar proceeded to recruit a group of local religious students who 
41 
executed the commander and dispersed his militia. In Afghanistan: A Short History of 
its People and Politics, Martin Ewans finds the religious roots of Taliban in India in 
The Islamic School at Deoband. He stresses that under the influence of this school, 
many offshoot madrassas were opened in the frontier areas bordering Afghanistan. 
After a span of time these madrassas became divorced from their parent body and felt 
alienated. Later with the disturbance in Afghanistan these madrassas attracted the 
young, mostly orphan Afghans who found these institutions attractive. With the 
advent of modernization, the products of these madarassas hardly found any career 
and were thus drawn into the Taliban movement owing to their "narrowly 
circumscribed" education (265). Angelo Rasanayagam traces their origin under the 
ulema and village mullahs and denies the theory of an upstart movement. He writes 
about their association with religious schools, mosques, shrines and all kinds of 
Islamic activities (177). Another historian traces the following account: 
Part of the Taliban mythology is that Mulla Umar committed himself to 
forming the Taliban one day when he came across a carload of people by the 
side of the road who'd been robbed, raped, and killed by former mujahidin 
who had taken to preying on the people in their area. (Edwards 293) 
Most of the Taliban were tribal Pashtuns with either a little or no knowledge 
of Afghan culture and thus they embodied a combination of Pashtun and Islamic 
teachings. The Taliban captured the cities of Afghanistan in a surprisingly quick 
maimer and the degree of their skill and organization led to a substantial conclusion 
that former Afghan forces and Pakistani military support or presence was there. 
For Pakistan, domestic compulsions forced it to come out in support of a 
faction that was predominantly Pushtoon speaking. The strong affmity 
between the Pakhtoons of Pakistan with those in Afghanistan ruled out any 
settlement that saw the emergence of a non-Pakhtoon dominated coalition. 
(2914) 
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Besides their common borders, ethnic, cultural and historical relationships added to 
Pakistan's interest in keeping the Afghanistan undivided as the then interior minister 
NasruUah Babar said on October 22 1996, "we in Pakistan will face the repercussions 
of a divided Afghanistan in perpetuity" (qtd in Navlakha 2914). Assistance to Taliban 
came from America as well with an American company UNOCAL planning to build 
an oil pipeline from Turkmenistan. The main motive behind US support was its 
intention, "to extend its dominance over the direct trade routes to central Asia which 
comprises one of the richest sources of oil and natural gas sought after by the multi-
nationals, thereby extending US influence over the central Asian republics at the 
expense of Russia" (Navlakha 2914). 
In a very interesting observation, Robert McElvaine, a history professor, wrote 
in the Washington Post that a kind of religion motivates the Taliban, but the religion 
in question, I'd say, is not Islam [but] insecure masculinity. These men are terrified of 
women" (qtd. in Brison 437). The Afghans were at the moment fed up of killings and 
they saw some hope in the Taliban and this support of the common Afghans accounts 
for their imprecedented success. In this regard Gautam Navlakha writes: 
However, it is not their ideology that won them accolade. Taliban was seen as 
a force that was capable of replacing warring faction. For instance, prior to 
Taliban's takeover the city of Kabul was divided between factions which 
demanded their pound of flesh. In addition, the battle for control over Kabul 
continued causing massive loss of life. In last three years alone, reportedly 
30,000-40,000 persons died in Kabul due to internecine fighting. In this sense 
some reports suggest people saw in Taliban a possibility of an end to the civil 
war. It is this that accounts for the speed with which they took over 70 per 
cent of the territory in a little over one year. (2914) 
However, he believes that the surfacing of the Taliban owed much to the sustenance 
extended by Pakistan. He quotes Jane's Defence Weekly: 
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Pakistan's direct support, direction, planning, command and control have 
been critical to Taliban's success in overrunning Kabul". He quotes further, 
"What we have seen is a remarkable level of sophistication of command and 
control over a range of fast moving fronts, and it simply defies belief that 
Afghan mullahs are capable of this sort of planning, organization and 
execution. (2915) 
Taliban soon imposed strict Islamic laws in a radical sense and particularly 
women were excluded from all the scenes of public life. Women education was 
baimed and they were barred from serving in the offices. Although the number of 
rapes and murders perpetuated against the women decreased, the Taliban deprived 
them of a human existence. The women were required to wear a long veil called 
burqa which covered them from head to toe thereby denying them any identity. 
Although the concept of burqa was there before the Taliban but they made it a 
mandatory dress for the women and any dereliction was dealt seriously. There was 
severe beating, whipping and verbal abuse by the religious police wherever there was 
any deviation from the set laws. There was a complete ban on cosmetics, high heel 
sandals, riding bicycles and motorcycles, playing and sports and presence of women 
in radio and television. Taliban banned women gathering and it was required to paint 
the widows in black so that women could not be seen from outside their houses. 
Women were not allowed to wear bright colors as these colors were termed sexually 
attractive and there was a complete ban on television for both men and women. In 
defense of their regressive policies, the Taliban issued the following statement, "the 
fact of the matter is that no other coimtry has given women the rights we have given 
them. We have given women the right that God and his Messenger have instructed, 
that is to stay in their homes and to gain religious instruction in seclusion" (Emadi 
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126). All these edicts by the Taliban led to an even more deteriorated status of already 
suppressed Afghan women, affecting every part of a woman's public and private life. 
However it is important to note that oppression did not start with the Taliban, 
and oftentimes oppression was a partial resuh of the patriarchal and tribal-based 
family structure. Although most of the anti-women rules practiced by the Taliban 
were formulated by the Rabbani-Hekmatyar government in 1992 but they were not 
discussed. Taliban were criticized out of boimds by one and all and a need to save the 
Afghan women from them was felt but one wonders on the curious silence of the 
international community and particularly the feminists during the civil war and 
Mujahidin period in the 1980s and early 1990s. Such an echo, one finds in Charles 
Hirschkind and Saba Mahmood: 
It was striking how a number of commentators, in discussions that preceded 
the war, regularly failed to connect the predicament of women in Afghanistan 
with the massive military and economic support that the US provided, as part 
of its Cold War strategy, to the most extreme of Afghan religious militant 
groups. (341) 
One would have expected that feminists around the world would have rallied around 
the idea of equality for Afghan women, criticized the Mujahidin, the US and even the 
Kabul government, and come to the aid of Afghan women as they did during the 
Taliban period. Hirschkind and Mahmood explain by quoting an example: 
. . . as late as early December, the Feminist Majority website remained 
stubbornly focused on the ills of Taliban rule, with no mention of the 2.2 
million victims of three years of drought who were put at greater risk of 
starvation because US bombing severely restricted the delivery of food aid. 
Indeed, the Feminist Majority made no attempts to join the calls issued by a 
number of humanitarian organizations- including the Afghan Women's 
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Mission- to halt the bombing so that food might have been transported to the 
Afghans before winter set in. (341) 
Unfortunately this did not happen. Two possible reasons could be provided to this 
silence on the part of the feminists. Firstly the feminists might not have viewed the 
Mujahidin as misogynistic; instead they might have perceived the Mujahidin as the 
liberators of Afghan women from the Soviet Union. A solid reason in support of the 
statement lies in the books and literature written in support of the Mujahidin during 
that period. Secondly, Western feminists have always associated the concept of 
women's rights with Western women and not with the women of The Third World. 
Besides Islamophobia may also have been one of the reasons. Even media played a 
great role in portrayal of not so bad an image of Mujahidin as that of the Taliban later. 
In 1996 the UN under Secretary paid a three day visit to Afghanistan. Until 
then most of the outside world was clueless about the happenings in Afghanistan as 
there was no media presence to cover the atrocities perpetuated by the Taliban. 
However a sensational video showing a stoning scene, clipped clandestinely under the 
cover of a burqa by an activitist of RAWA (Revolutionary Association for Women of 
Afghanistan) stirred the whole world. Many of the Western countries, primarily 
America started interfering on the pretext of saving Afghan women. However 
America had many concealed reasons to interfere as Gautam Navlakha writes: 
The US did entertain the hope, initially, that Taliban would quickly restore 
order in Afghanistan, either unite the entire country or exercise hegemony in 
the event of national reconciliation, which would allow the US to extend its 
dominance over the direct trade routes to central Asia which comprises one of 
the richest sources of oil and natural gas sought after by the multi-nationals, 
thereby extending US influence over the central Asian republics at the 
expense of Russia. (2914) 
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The growing power of Taliban was seen as a threat by the global community 
and many pressures were put on them to yield to Burhanuddin Rabbani government 
who was controlling one third of the total country. Afghan embroilment in global 
terrorism was a great concern because during Soviet occupation, thousands of Islamic 
militias from the Middle East were encouraged to participate both by Pakistan and 
America without any thought that they might turn to subversion in their own countries 
or even attack the USA. 
American Interference in the Politics 
On 7 August, 1998 American embassies were bombed in Kenya and Tanzania 
killing and wounding hundreds of people. Without much proof in hand, America 
doubted the hand of Arabian bom Al-Qaida leader Osama bin Laden behind the attack 
and demanded his handover from Taliban who rejected the demand outrightly. Many 
sanctions were put on Taliban to weaken their position. It was after the episode of 9 
September, 2001 that America started bombing Afghanistan in search of Osama bin 
Laden and Mohanmiad Omar on 7th October, 2001. Arline Lederman writes in this 
regard, "Osama bin Laden cleverly manipulated the Taliban for political power. They 
were mostly poor foot soldiers from primitive and impoverished homes. It was easy to 
work them into frenzy over what they were taught to believe was religious truth" (55). 
Although America failed miserably in its operation named 'Operation 
Enduring Freedom', but it toppled the strong Taliban hold and placed a new 'Interim 
Authority' of 30 members in place to look after the affairs. About 'Operation 
Enduring Freedom' an analyst writes, "In fact, as the 10th anniversary of the start of 
Operation Enduring Freedom-Afghanistan was clocked on October 7, the region 
looked even more unstable. Last year had been the bloodiest in Afghanistan since 
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2001, and 2011 is racing to outdo 2010 body count" (Joshau, "Tightrope act on the 
Durrand Line"). Terming Operation Enduring Freedom' as longer than "the First and 
Second World Wars combined," another columnist ridicules, "Operation Enduring 
Freedom has turned out to involve a lot more endurance than was ever envisaged, and 
precious little freedom" (Bunting). 
The new government under a pro-royalist Pashtun Hamid Karzai was formally 
recognized in an agreement called "Agreement on Provisional Arrangements in 
Afghanistan" also known as "Bonn Agreement" on 5 December 2001 {The Europa 
World Year Book 1: 511). After about six months in December 2001, a Loya Jirga of 
about 1600 members was convened and Karzai was formally elected as the president 
of Afghanistan. After the completion of his tenure, elections were held on 9 October, 
2004 in which he again got the majority. United Nations placed a good number of 
International Security Assistance Force drawn from nineteen countries there to 
maintain peace and assist the local government in establishing itself. In August 2003 
NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) forces replaced the INSAF. With a 
puppet government in position the conditions became stable to some extent but after 
2005 the Taliban again started showing their strong presence. Thousands of lives were 
lost due to miscalculated targets by the foreign forces and now even America, the 
leading power in Afghanistan has realized the fiitility of war, so there are some 
apprehensions that America may withdraw in near fiiture. In fact recently Anders 
Fogh Rasmussen, the Secretary-General of NATO has stated that there would be a 
phased transfer of security responsibility to the Afghan goverrmient by the end of 
2014. He acknowledged that the allied forces would remain there in a supportive role 
beyond that and would not be involved in combat operations as they are now (Calmes 
and Erlanger 7). Afghan imbroglio has been the worst ever war for America in terms 
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of casualties of American soldiers which are about 100,000. There is a widespread 
opposition to American presence as on one hand it is spending billions in Afghanistan 
in the name of development and on the other it is killing thousands of civilians on the 
pretext of flushing out the Taliban and other militants. A clearer picture of 
Afghanistan comes to light when in the highly exaggerated lines by George Bush: 
For several years the people of Afghanistan have suffered under one of the 
most brutal regimes in modem history- a regime allied with terrorists and a 
regime at war with women. Thanks to our military and our allies, and the 
brave fighters of Afghanistan, the Taliban regime is coming to an end. (qtd. 
in Saba Gul Khattak 19) 
Saba Gul Khattak analyses the above lines in an ironic manner: 
Omitted from this lofty discourse was the fact that Northern Alliance soldiers, 
those "brave fighters of Afghanistan," have a reputation for looting and rape 
that makes Afghan women distinctly uncomfortable. Ignored in Bush's 
celebrations of victory was the fact that over the course of just one month, the 
US dropped over half a million tons of bombs-approximately 20 kilograms of 
high explosive for every man, woman and child in the country. (19) 
Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan, put out a statement saying, 
"The people of the world need to know that in terms of widespread raping of girls and 
women from seven to 70, the track record of the Taliban can no way stand up against 
that of these very same Northern Alliance associates" (qtd. in Hirschkind and 
Mahmood 344). Talking about the year 2006, The Europa World Year Book lists 
about "3700 fatalities (around one-quarter of which were civilians) had occurred in 
Afghanistan that year as a result of the ongoing conflict, a significant and alarming 
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increase compared with the previous year" (1: 514). In February 2008, US 
intelligence officials reported that 10% of the Afghan land is still under the Taliban 
occupation and 60% was under the tribal leaders with only 30% under the Karzai 
government (Europa 1: 515). The responsibility for weak central government lies on 
the shoulders of present government which has failed to deliver in spite of the 
Western support. In fact "far from acting as a state builder, Karzai adopted a 
patrimonial model of the state in which its offices and resources were redistributed on 
a personal basis to buy the support of existing power holders or play them off against 
one another" (Barfield 272). 
Sima Wali, herself an Afghan writes: 
The failure of the West to influence events in Afghanistan cannot be 
attributed only to the growth of extremist Islam and tribalism. Rather, it is a 
direct result of the long standing inability of the Western institutions to adjust 
to the realities of what needs to be done and to listen to the voices of the vast 
majority of Afghans, who are capable of ushering in democratic change and 
are willing to do so. (1-2) 
In the year 2009, the U.S. President Barack Obama sent more troops to 
Afghanistan and the Taliban continued to resist now with a new name of 'Haqqani' 
after the death of Osma Bin Ladin in Abbottabad, Pakistan in a mysterious over night 
operation by American soldiers on May 2011 (Walsh, MacAskill, and Burke). 
"Schools have been bombed, including perhaps orphanages like the one described in 
Hosseini's novels, and readers know that innocent civilians, including women and 
children, continue to lose their lives as the country remains unstable" (Stuhr 67). 
Again the media guesses on the basis of some proofs that Pakistan is helping the 
Taliban to unite. In a recent news item, a journalist for The Hindu published an 
official report by NATO commander Brigadier-General Stephen Clark and claimed. 
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"Taliban insurgents may be receiving weapons, ammunition and combat equipment 
from elements in Pakistan army" (Swami). 
The future of Afghanistan is still uncertain. "An international conference on 
the future of Afghanistan was convened in London, United Kingdom, in late January, 
2010 and was attended by officials from around 70 different countries and 
organizations, including President Karzai, the UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-Moon, 
the new US Secretary of State, Hillary Rodham Clinton" (Europa 1: 516). Another 
conference was held in Bonn on 5th December, 2011 which was boycotted by 
Pakistan. Hamid Karzai showed uncertainty about the future of Afghanistan and 
demanded that "Afghanistan will need the financial support of the international 
community for at least decade beyond the 2014 departure of international troops" 
("Let us firm up gains: Karzai" 13). 
Afghan Women in Historical context 
Afghanistan is a coimtry with deep patriarchal roots and a tribal-based family 
structure. In Afghanistan, family is at the heart of the society. Often, the balance of 
tradition, family, and Islam has collided with women's rights. Man has always 
assumed the role of ruling and war, woman of the domestic affairs and the care of the 
child. It has been there for centuries and any interference in the set up is seen as a 
serious threat by both the Afghan men and women. All this has happened because it is 
in conformity with the culture of Afghanistan and has been sustained and confirmed 
by the experience and reason of times immemorial. Weeda Mansoor, a native member 
of Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan says, "Afghanistan is the 
world's most forgotten tragedy, the Afghan nation the world's most forgotten 
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population, and her women the most strangulated, ill-fated, and deprived segment of 
Afghan society (68). 
In the tribal-based family structure, society deems women as the "receptacle of 
honour" (Ahmed-Ghosh 3). All the 'Wawg and Namoos" (Stuhr 58) i.e. the pride and 
honour of the tribe is identified with a woman and if on any occasion the honour of a 
woman is violated, she is considered as a liability on the family and is usually 
secluded fi"om the rest of the members with a strict punishment. Nojumi, Mazurana, 
and Stites quote historian Bamett Rubin who says Afghan men "see women as the 
repository of their honour, and any sign of sexual misconduct—especially, but not 
exclusively, adultery—is a political threat to the honour and strength of a family" 
(93). Much of this cultural role regarding women originated from the Pashtunwali 
code (an ancient ethnic custom and a tribal code of Afghanistan). According to 
Pashtunwali code it is the absolute duty of men to protect the respectability of 
women. Throughout history, the preservation of women's honour through tribal laws 
often superseded any constitutional law or progressive reform that would have 
benefitted Afghan women. "According to local customs and cultures in Afghanistan, 
women are considered to be the symbol of a household's honour, and it is the 
responsibility of men to protect this honour. Consequently, today among rural 
Afghans the practice of purdah, or seclusion of women from men, is widespread" 
(Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites, 36). Even women view their identity as central to 
their family's identity and not in separate individual spheres. To rural women, the 
value of individual identity is a foreign concept. 
In Afghan society, community and group identity dominates. In rural areas in 
particular, the concept of individual identity is non-existent. Even in urban 
areas and among the educated upper and middle classes, as well as among the 
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Diaspora communities in the West, communal identity is strong. This 
communal identity has an enormous impact on gender relations. Women see 
themselves as an integral part of the family unit shaped by Afghan culture 
and tradition. They do not see their needs as separate from the needs of their 
families. Thus, traditional gender relations are complex. (Rostami-Povey 17) 
The male dominated local customs and the negative impact of decades of war 
determine the position of women in modem Afghan society and as a result women 
remain secluded in the private sphere and have little or no involvement in public life. 
In addition, the expansion of rural customs to urban areas first imder the Mujahidin 
and then imder the Taliban along with the rigid interpretation of Sharia at present by 
the tribal leaders help to perpetuate an ideology that limits the role of women m 
public or civic events. Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites write: 
This gender inequality stems from the cultural, social, economic, and political 
discrimination against Afghan women and the widespread and systematic 
failure of nearly all forms of official and traditional government and 
governance systems to protect and uphold the rights of Afghan women and 
girls. (35) 
Women have never participated publicly in decision making processes in 
Afghanistan. They are admonished to be modest and obey the orders of their fathers, 
brothers, and husbands. "Many scholars of Islamic societies point out that although 
women have a curtailed public role, they have a powerful voice within their 
households. While this may be accurate in other parts of the Muslim world, we did 
not find this to be true in our research of rural Afghanistan." (Nojumi, Mazurana, and 
Stites 91). Although nomadic and peasant women play an important role in the 
domestic economy by working in the fields and by doing other menial jobs but they 
are secluded in the same way as the tirban women. 
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Women are usually not allowed to freely mix with the strangers and the 
genders are strictly separated. This culture of separation is rooted in the local 
interpretation of gender relations based on religion (i.e., mahram and hijab) as well as 
the influence of customary issues. Because of the segmented gender spheres, rural 
Afghan women are discouraged from talking to or interacting with men who are not 
their relatives. Strict expectations regarding the appropriate role of women in Afghan 
society inevitably lead to conflict when these codes are broken. Repercussions occur 
for the women involved, for families who believe they have been dishonoured, and 
for the communities that become embroiled in conflict (Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites 
94). 
Zohra Yusuf Daoud who became Miss Afghanistan in 1972 is quoted by 
Rostami-Povey: 
Although all women had the right to vote, not all women were allowed to 
exercise this right. Although theoretically women had the choice not to wear 
the veil, not all women were permitted to make that choice. Although 
theoretically all Afghan women had a chance of an education, not all women 
could seize that opportunity. Islam wasn't keeping these women from moving 
forward; the traditionalists and cultures were women's greatest obstacles in 
their quests for equality. (12) 
In an essay by the only Miss Afghanistan in the history of her country, she says about 
the pre Soviet rule: 
They [women] were treated like human beings. Once women are a productive 
part of society of Afghanistan, helping the nation grow. There was a time 
when women worked side by side with men in the field just as there was a 
time when they worked side by side with men in parliament and in 
universities. Women once had a voice in Afghanistan: they were heard and 
acknowledged. (Daoud 103) 
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According to the 1964, 1976, 1987, and the 1990 Constitutions of 
Afghanistan, it has been clearly mentioned that Afghan women were equal to Afghan 
men. In the 1964 Constitution, Article 25 stated that all Afghan people without any 
discrimination or preference have equal rights and obligations before the law. While 
Article 25 did not specifically use the word "women", political scholars have noted 
that the use of "All Afghan people" implied both women and men and was a 
progressive statement for that time. 
The level of participation of women in society is susceptible to political 
involvement, manipulation, or restriction, and the appropriate role of women 
in public and private life has long been at the source of revenge killings, 
tribal conflicts, and the overthrow of regimes. The portent and sensitivity of 
the position of women in Afghan society demonstrates that Afghan women 
are far from insignificant in the broader political landscape. (Nojumi, 
Mazurana, and Stites 35) 
Culture and systems of governance have severely curtailed the human rights 
and livelihood options open to rural Afghan women and girls. Although, the 
restrictions on women were exaggerated by the media during the Taliban regime, 
these practices were there for centuries with deep roots embedded in Afghan history 
and somewhere the Afghan women feel these restrictions as a part of their existence 
and hardly ever think of coming out of them. Saba Khattak writes, "While no one 
contests that Taliban edicts denied women their rights across the board, the root 
causes of Afghan women's oppression, personified for a few years by the Taliban, 
reside elsewhere" (22). There are also cases where women feel threatened if 
somebody comes to their rescue. Human rights reports written during the Taliban era 
spoke of the imposition of harsh conditions for urban women. However, it does not 
imply that rural women had greater leniency or better living conditions. The fact is 
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that many rural women were alreSl)/ -li vTflf^der conditions similar to those imposed 
by the Taliban, but in urban areas the codes were imposed by their husbands, brothers 
and village leaders. 
Despite the rhetoric of liberating Afghan women by USA and other western 
countries, not much has been done to improve the status of women. Although the US 
government acts complacently with the self imposed burden of liberating brown 
women from brown men, nothing has been done so far on ground. Gloria Steinem 
writes: 
In the wake of September 11, the Feminist Majority Foundation, the leading 
U.S. women's group supporting the Afghan women's resistance movement, 
has been pressuring the U.S. State Department to use that movement to 
distribute humanitarian aid now and to create a democratic coalition in the 
future. Instead the Bush administration has focused on a bombing campaign 
that has killed more civilians than terrorists, and has helped to unify Islamic 
countries against us. (67) 
The US advocates bombing them in order to liberate them and in this affair adds to 
their miseries. In this context Saba Khattak writes: 
The US representation of Afghan women as a hapless illiterate lot who were 
not even allowed to laugh out loud, stripped of rights and by extension of 
consciousness, is as colonial as the British idea of the White Man's Burden. 
Furthermore, the betterment of Afghan women's lives is no longer a central 
theme of Bush administration pronouncements, as the Taliban and the 
strengthened patriarchal culture in conjunction with the war were perceived 
to be the problems. (22) 
In fact the deteriorating security situation with the recent news of Taliban 
again raising their head has severely affected the rights and opportunities for women. 
Moreover, the presence of the NATO security forces increases the already dangerous 
situation for women. Afghan women do not feel themselves safe with foreigners all 
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around them. Without a reliable security system in place, women rights organizations 
and development projects cannot operate safely. In many cases, the uprising Taliban 
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Womsin as a Cultural Construct 
Gender 
Gender is a social term with purely social interpretations and these 
interpretations vary from society to society and from culture to culture. The base of 
gender is considered biology and in no case is gender a fixed reality that cannot be 
probed into, questioned and problematized. The assignment of gender based roles 
depends on the convenience of the society, culture and civilization and is taken as 
something that naturally evolves from the fact that one is bom with a particular set of 
genitalia. The concept is in a mid way of its definition and it can always be 
deconstructed. M. Crawford believes 
Rather than seeing gender as a possession or a set of behaviours which is 
imposed upon the individual by society, as many essentialist theorists have 
done so far . . . many feminists have now moved to a position where they 
view gender as something that is enacted or performed and, thus, as a 
potential site of struggle over perceived restrictions in roles, (qtd. in Mills 
138) 
Earlier conceptualized as sex roles, gender has come to be viewed as a socially 
constructed institutional arrangement with gender divisions and roles built into all 
major institutions such as family, culture and religion (Kennelly, Merz, Lorber 600). 
Gender is usually done to social members of gendered culture and they as 
social agents reiterate the process fiirther: "we use clothes, and other physical 
attributes we confrol such as our jewellery, hairstyles and use of makeup, to indicate 
our gender. Similarly, perhaps women and men adopt certain styles of talking as part 
of the process of demonstrating to the world what their gender is" (Wareing 72). A 
person is bom with a sex tag but the society makes gender the primary aspect of one's 
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personality and his/her identity depends on the class of gender to which he belongs. 
Shan Wareing defines, in simple words, "'Sex' refers to biological category, which is 
usually fixed before birth. 'Gender' refers to social category, which is associated with 
certain behaviour" (58). This differentiation however has not remained so valid with 
the advent of queer theory and the formation of an entirely new space in the society 
which accommodates the homosexuals and lesbians. Earlier such behaviour was 
regarded as abnormal and was silenced and restricted but with the passage of time 
there has been an increase in the tolerance level towards homosexuality. This led to 
open discussions on sexual orientations. The individuals with such orientation began 
to be seen to constitute an entirely different, hitherto imdefined category. This led to 
another and a slightly more accepted construction of gender in the postmodern world 
in the form of homosexuals and heterosexuals instead of males and females. However, 
even today the acceptance of such categorization is not simple at practical level. The 
discussions are being done openly but in practice what is problematic is that they still 
have to fit within the fi-ame of heterosexuality and heteronormative behaviour has its 
impact and manifests in a different incarnation in homosexual liaisons also. Besides, 
though the 'knowledge' of this concept is accepted but the social and cultural stigma 
is still there. 
The shift fi-om sex to gender is taken as an essential constituent of human 
identity and gets so imbibed into the minds that it becomes very natural for us. Judith 
Lorber writes, "Gender signs and signals are so ubiquitous that we usually fail to note 
them- unless they are missing or ambiguous. Then we are comfortable until we have 
successfiiUy placed the other person in a gender status; otherwise we feel socially 
dislocated" (289). The gender of a person is constructed on the approaches deciding 
the way a girl and a boy are brought up. Their upbringing is done in a way that a 
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specific behaviour is expected fi-om them and thus their personality is moulded 
accordingly to conform to culturally gendered norms. Kennelly, Merz, and Lorber in 
an article "What is Gender" affirm that gender has nothing to do with the sex of a 
person. They quote several examples and assert: "what may be thought of as 
"universal behaviours" are very context-specific, relying more on setting and 
circumstances than on individual "predispositions"" (600). They come to an important 
conclusion that it would have been easier to deal with gender as a socially constructed 
entity than dealing with its biological predispositions. So it can be said that human 
females and males are bom, but women and men as different categories are products 
of the society and enculturation. One universal demonstration of gender identity has 
the external demarcations. For example, women and men may wear different kinds of 
clothing or ornaments. Even the colours of the dress are clearly defined in some 
societies. Wareing writes, "The use of colour to indicate gender is particularly marked 
when it comes to dressing boys. Many British people would feel quite disturbed by 
the thought of dressing a baby boy in pink" (72). Besides there are mostly two sets of 
personal names, one appropriate for females and one appropriate for males. Although 
in recent times these strictly demarcated areas have been trespassed often but the 
basic distinctions are maintained. Other kinds of differentiating behaviours which are 
more consequential but just as dominant in identifying oneself as a man or woman are 
the style of walking, sitting, talking and general body posture. Human postures and 
gestures are imputed with masculinity and femininity. Features of non verbal 
communication such as gestures, smiling, eye contact, and touch are also well defined 
if not always written. Both men and women are expected to follow the set of 
culturally specific mores but these behaviours are expected weightily in case of 
women and any deviation on their part is catastrophic. 
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The Question of Woman 
The question of woman is intricate and subtle as well. It is a labyrinth where 
one has to tread quite carefully. So much has been said on woman; less by women 
themselves and more by man that they have been thus trapped inside a male truth. 
Simone de Beauvoir writes in the introduction of The Second Sex, "If the female 
function is not enough to define woman, and if we also reject the explanation of the 
'eternal feminine', but if we accept, even temporarily, that there are women on the 
earth, we then have to ask: what is a woman?" (4-5). In an ironic manner she answers 
elsewhere, "Woman? Very simple, say those who like simple answers: she is a womb, 
an ovary; she is female: this word is enough to define her. From a man's mouth, the 
epithet 'female' sounds like an insult; but he, not ashamed of his animality, is proud 
to hear" (Beauvoir 22). 
In the binary role assignment, woman becomes another and man becomes 
a point of reference or norm wherefrom a woman has to be defined. English 
writer Samuel Butler said about women, "Wise men never say what they think of 
women" (qtd in Woolf 2106)? On surface the word 'woman' looks very simple but 
who knows what woman actually is and the most important question is who has the 
right to define 'woman'. At least men do not know but they have always assumed that 
they do and she has been always defined to suit their purposes. "No biological, 
psychical or economic destiny defines the figure that the human female takes on in 
society; it is civilisation as a whole that elaborates this intermediary product between 
the male and the eunuch that is called feminine" (Beauvoir 293). Virginia Woolf 
confesses in "Professions for Women", "I mean, what is a woman? I assure you, I do 
not know. I do not believe that you know. I do not believe that anybody can know 
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until she has expressed herself in all the arts and professions open to human skill" 
(2154). She herself gives an answer to the above mystery in her another essay "A 
Room of One's Own" where she writes, "At any rate, when a subject is highly 
controversial- and any question about sex is that- one caimot hope to tell the truth. 
One can only show how one came to hold whatever opinion one does hold" (Woolf 
2093). 
Beauvoir asks an important question in The Second Sex: 'Are there women 
really?' and she herself answers that women and feminity are the creations of men, 
casted and shaped to satisfy their sexual, social and emotional needs. It was Beauvoir 
who for the first time developed what is now known as a "social constructionist 
portrait of gender" (Hensan 3). Throughout the book there is an echo that men are 
considered the norm- essential beings in the western culture- and are supposed to 
represent all that is positive about himian bequest and establishment. On the contrary 
women are defined wholly in terms of their deficiency in comparison to men and 
therefore represent what is base and contingent to human experience. Beauvoir quotes 
what Monsieur Benda declares in Uriel's Report: "A man's body has meaning by 
itself, disregarding the body of the woman, whereas the woman's body seems devoid 
of meaning without reference to the male. Man thinks himself without woman. 
Woman does not think herself without man" (6). The concept of the 'Other' is 
synonymous with the women and she caimot be defined concretely or positively, but 
only as the dark, tenuous side of 'Man'. "He is the Subject; he is the Absolute. She is 
the Other" (Beauvoir 6). 
The cultural implications on woman first centralize masculinity by 
marginalizing feminity, and then valorize the former by disintegrating the latter. In 
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this context Shoshan Felman writes, "Theoretically subordinated to the concept of 
masculinity, the woman is viewed by the man as his opponent, that is to say, as his 
other , the negative of the positive, and not , in her own right, different, other, 
otherness itself (qtd. in Ruthven 41). This stereotype about women gets imbibed in 
one's nature from the very infant stage and one grows up with a mentality where one 
always sees woman as a secondary being. This is because of an inseparable coalition 
of cultural conventions with the human psychology where coming out of such 
conventions seem to be aberrant as they are considered a part of true human nature. 
Culture here proves a treacherous terrain where all of us, whatever our sex is, are 
caught and manipulated according to the particular culture which we are a part of. 
However women are doubly wedged in this affair; they are enslaved by males in a 
dungeon of culture in which the former themselves are the captives. This cultural 
influence has been epitomized in Simone de Beauvou-'s aphorism, "One is not bom, 
rather becomes, woman" (The Second Sex 293). Woman is not bom as a woman but is 
made into woman by the pressures and expectations of the patriarchal culture of 
which she is a part. She explains that the relationship between the two sexes may be 
necessary for the continuation of both but it is not a reciprocal relationship. It is not 
the change in the body in the form of puberty which makes a woman out of a girl but 
it is the cultural weight on her which makes out or atleast expects her to become a 
submissive creature. Biologically she may be called a woman after a certain age but 
culturally/socially she is so from the very birth. Judith Lober writes, "Once a child's 
gender is evident, others treat those in one gender differently from those in the other, 
and the children respond to the different treatment by feeling different and behaving 
differently" (289). The shedding of this construction becomes difficult because it is 
defined in relation to 'nature' rather than to 'culture' rendering it fixed and inherent. 
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All Other classifications in our society are thought of as cultural classifications, be it 
on the basis of class, creed, region or religion whereas being woman is not. It is 
viewed as a natural division and thus culture is itself brought under nature. Somehow 
'culture' proves stronger and dominant than 'nature' and dislocates nature by taking 
its apparels. It thus enjoys certain arbitrariness. The socio-cultural tuition of a girl 
dictates what she ought to think about herself It is not the nature but the all powerful 
culture and customs which push woman towards inferiority. A woman is not allowed 
to develop according to her nature but is reminded at every stage of life that she is the 
'other' who has to come up to the expectations of the social members. It involves not 
only the male kinship; there is an undeclared and silent alliance among all the men. 
There is an interference of a powerful force in all the things associated with her. K.K. 
Ruthven writes: 
'[W]oman' is not an essence but a construct in the domain of patriarchal 
Culture, a dispersed subject, historically variable, socially feminized, and a 
site on which masculine meanings get spoken and masculine desires enacted. 
The corollary of all this, of course, is that if women are not essences but 
constructs, the same must be true also of men, which means that what 
feminists are opposed to cannot logically be men as such (Nature) but rather 
the male supremacist role conferred on men by Culture in a patriarchy.(44) 
In this construction male occupies the centre and female is pushed to the margin. The 
position taken by the men is considered as immune to all counter attacks and as some 
transcendental centre -such as God or Nature whose presence is believed to be 
beyond argument. Jermifer Hansen wri tes ," . . . within patriarchal setup men are those 
creatiu-es capable of transcendence- they are capable of acting upon the world and 
bestowing meaning upon it- while women are immanent beings who derive their 
meaning from their relationship with men" (3). In this process the power and 
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importance accumulates around the centre and the margins around are merely 
presumed as secondary. There are however supporters of androcentric power 
distribution. Stephen Goldberg claims that in all cultures, "the feeling of both men 
and women [is] that the male's will dominates the female's" (31). At another place he 
writes, "The stereotype that sees the male as more logical than the female is 
unquestionably correct in observation, and probably correct in its assumption that the 
qualities observed conform to innate sexual limitations analogous to those relevant to 
physical strength" (Goldberg 204). 
The Role of Power in Historical Context 
'Gender' has been moreover defined in relation to the concept of power whose 
manifestation in the civilized societies is patriarchy. M. Haralambos and R M Heald 
write about power, "Those who hold power do so at the expense of others. It suggests 
that there is a fixed amount of power and therefore if some hold power, others do not" 
(99). One may or may not agree but in this binary relation between men and women it 
seems as if the power is in a limited quantity and if men have it women cannot 
possess it. In a way individuals become the tools in the hands of all powerful 'power' 
which plays the primary role in the relationships between the individuals of two sexes. 
Michel Foucault regards society as a complicated field of study in which 
power is a part of everyday life, embodied in discourses, cultural, domestic and 
political institutions. Though power according to Foucault is not necessarily exercised 
through penal codes and physical forces yet it is present in every type of relationship 
including the relationships between the two sexes. For Foucault, power is not 
something which is imposed on others but it is a multi dimensional chain of relations 
circulating throughout a society. Althusser's model of power is the state oppression 
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on people and thus a one-way traffic of power from top downwards. Contrary to it, 
Foucault's is a bottom-up model of power relations which permeates in all 
relationships within a society. It sees an individual as a dynamic subject and not as an 
inactive dupe. 
Foucault defines power not as an object in the hands of those who are regarded 
the most powerful in a society and who apply it on the lesser powerful people. It is 
rather power which controls the lives of both the powerful and the powerless within a 
society. Power for him was not a stagnant object lying passively in the hands of 
someone's hands, but its function was like that of the prime mover in different 
relations. 
Power must by [sic] analysed as something which circulates, or rather as 
something which functions in the form of a chain. It is never located here or 
there, never appropriated as a commodity or a piece of wealth. Power is 
employed and exercised through a net-like organisation. And not only do 
individuals circulate between its hands; they are always in the position 
of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power. In other 
words, individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application. 
(Foucauh 98). 
By narrowing down power to interpersonal level, Foucault brings the study of 
power to a realm which was hardly taken up by power theorists. He rejects Marxist 
concept of the centrality of the state. For him, it is true that the state exercises 
tremendous power through its agencies over individuals but at the same time the state 
is not able to cover the whole arena of basic power relations that take place at 
interpersonal level. 
On the pattern of military set-up, there is a hierarchical division of power in 
patriarchy; patriarchy which Marxist feminists see as 'ideology', Antanio Gramsci 
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calls 'hegemony', and Raymond Williams glosses as 'a lived system of meanings and 
values. (Ruthven 35). Sometimes, as witnessed in the novels concerned, these two 
forces i.e. militarism and patriarchy join hands with culture leading to alarming 
disturbance in the ideological and institutional structures of a society. Violence is 
witnessed in the society and sometimes within home. In Afghanistan where all the 
four novels are set, the Taliban and other armed groups in an undeclared collaboration 
with patriarchy and the tribal culture of Afghanistan represent the hegemonic alliance 
of the three; the ultimate victim being the Afghan women although men too have been 
shown affected to a lesser effect. On a more generalized level history bears a witness 
to the entwinement of these three forces where a woman is limited to a primary role of 
procreation, home and the hearth while a man has power and is supposed to provide 
protection. Simone de Beauvoir writes, "The relation of the two sexes is not that of 
two electric poles: for man represents both the positive and the neuter . . . Woman is 
the negative to such a point that any determination is imputed to her as a limitation, 
without reciprocity" (The Second Sex 5). The reproductive role of woman is a good 
tool for man to limit her. The biological role influences the other roles assigned to 
them and thereby results in assigning complimentary roles to men. In almost all 
cultures the women are taught to view themselves primarily in terms of their familial 
relationships and are allotted the home and care of infants. Presumably as an addition 
to these duties, women generally perform other caretaker activities that exceed 
biological necessities of birthing and nursing. Although the world saw drastic 
development in almost all the fields in the preceding century and most of the beliefs 
and customs were tumbled upside down due to the advent of liberalism, capitalism, 
and globalization, the relation between men and women seems to be fundamentally 
unaltered. Howsoever modernization we boast of, women benefitted only through a 
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trickle-down effect and this has been truer particularly in case of the Third world 
countries. Although there has been a revolution in the sphere of women's education, 
women's suffrage and their participation in public life, the dominant sexual norms 
continued to confine them in their traditional roles of cooking food and rearing 
children within the four walls of their homes. Gender inequality tends to be more 
marked in the states like Afghanistan where economic, social, political and sexual 
stratification affects the distribution of differential rights and privileges and renders 
gross discrepancies with disastrous results. 
In Paleolithic age men got better chances of coming out of their huts for 
hunting purposes where as women got limited within the tribal boundaries to take care 
of the offspring. At the advent of the family and society, separate families were held 
together by the authority and the protection of the eldest male descendant. Patriarchal 
society was organized on the basis of power acquired by the males and the 
subordination by the females. The latter got limited chances not due to their inferiority 
but due to their procreative role as during the time of pregnancies and lactation it 
became difficult for them to leave their homes. Frederick Engels does not agree that 
"most early clans and tribes devalued women. Rather, many early societies were 
organized matriarchally (that is, property passed down in the women's line)" 
(Chancer and Watkins 24). With the passage of time, which can be termed a 
'historical accident', men assumed power and dominance due to their exposure to the 
external world and having surplus food. With this stratification, women came to be 
defined in relation to men. On this loss of identity, Beauvoir writes: 
In fact, just as for the ancients there was an absolute vertical that defined the 
oblique, there is an absolute human type that is masculine. Woman has 
ovaries and a uterus; such are the particular conditions that lock her in her 
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subjectivity; some even say she thinks with her hormones. Man vainly forgets 
that his anatomy also includes hormones and testicles. (The Second Sex 5) 
It has been already stated elsewhere in this chapter that their limited chances were 
only due to their procreative role besides history proves that men were not the only 
people who hunted and women did not always stay at home. From a historical survey, 
Simone de Beauvoir observes that although pregnancy, giving birth and menstruation 
dimmished their work capacity and condemned them to long periods of impotence 
where they needed protection and food, but other than these stages of their life, 
women used to carry heavy loads, took part in hunting expeditions, bloody wars or 
vendettas and they showed as much courage and cruelty as males: there are references 
to women who bite their teeth into enemies' livers (Beauvoir 73-74). In her book Sex, 
Gender and Society (1972) Aim Oakley asserts that there is no evidence to prove that 
behaviour, talent, attitude and aptitude in a person are a result of biological 
determinism. She believes that they are rather acquired in the process of social 
conditioning. 
The views that male dominance is universal and that women are everywhere 
socially recessive although lend some credibility to the inescapable destiny of 
patriarchal relations but they ignore the importance of social and cultural upbringing 
in shaping people's behaviour and attitudes. They ignore cultiire specific evidence of 
differences in the roles allotted to men and women and the values associated with 
each in a particular society. Finally, they ignore the importance of historical 
conditions in which various social formations and relationships develop and are 
maintained. 
73 
The Role Played by Religion 
The advent of religion played a role in the subjugation of women and 
wherever it did not it was molded to suit men. Rosemary Ruether writes, "Eve is 
responsible for her own mistake, her husband's sin, the original sin of all humanity, 
and the death of the Son of God. In other words, one woman acting on her own 
caused the fall of humanity" ("Christianity" 209). This notion of 'Eve's eternal 
mistake' is found and followed in Islam as well. Elsewhere he quotes St. TertuUian 
who was even blimter while he was talking to his 'best beloved sisters' in the faith: 
Do you not know that you are each an Eve? The sentence of god on this sex 
of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of necessity live too. You are the 
Devil's gateway: You are the unsealer of the forbidden tree: You are the first 
deserter of the divine law: You are she who persuaded him whom the devil 
was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God's image, man. 
On account of your desert even the Son of God had to die" (qtd. in Ruether, 
Sexism and God-talk 168). 
Traditionally men have headed the religions and women have followed. It needs not 
to be mentioned that the religion was also interpreted by men only and it was 
somehow natural for them to mould it according to their own benefit. Men have 
always stressed only on those portions of the religion where women are assigned the 
primary role within their homes and intentionally left those where women are given a 
religious sanction in public life. 
The mention of the religion is a demand of this study as the novels are set in a 
coimtry where tradition is based on a combination of Islamic tenets and local customs. 
All the characters are Muslims who give an ample reference to the Quran and the 
Prophet. Besides Islam plays almost a role of a living character in the novels. It is 
always quoted or referred to as a haloed entity influencing and directing the actions of 
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the characters in the novels. Moreover it is clear that most part of examples of 
victimization of women in the novels is due to the draconian and tribal interpretation 
of the religion. 
Mohammad Hashim Kamali asserts that no doubt "Islam itself was revealed in 
a tribal society" (8), it stands opposite to the tribal culture. Oliver Roy too affirms this 
point and explains with some instances: 
The tribal code and Muslim law are in opposition. Adultery (Zina) should, 
according to the Sha'ria, requires four witnesses if it is to be proven; for the 
pushtunwali, hearsay (peghor) is sufficient, for what is at stake is honour 
(one's self-image) and not morality (defined by the Shari'at as what is 
permitted as opposed to what is not). Women in the tribes are not allowed to 
inherit property, for that would contradict the principle of strict patrilineage, 
which is the very basis of tribal system; while the Qur'an grants to women 
half the share of the male. The dowry, a sign of prestige, frequently exceeds 
the limits set by Shari'at, while, on the other hand the repudiation of a wife 
by her husband, something which, according to the Qur'an presents no 
difficulties, is practically impossible for the tribes, for that would be an insult 
to the wife's family. Vengeance {badal) is commended within the tribal code 
while the Shari'at attempts to limit the occasions on which it can take place. 
(35-36) 
In the novels the ignorance of the male characters about their religion is 
clearly reflected in their implementation of the values of their religion and wherever 
there is any reflection of knowledge it is used against women. In fact the tribal-
cultural codes play a stronger role than religion. Patriarchal ideology is visualized as 
powerfully incorporated into religious beliefs and practices. Men have in one way or 
the other created it in different contexts and thus religion becomes a contrivance to 
uphold sexual hegemony and create prominently dimorphic sexual beings. In every 
possible maimer religion has been used to reinforce and reproduce cultural 
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manifestations of patriarchy on account of the fact that religion is the only arbitrary 
element which people unquestionably adhere to. 
Although changes are taking place over time and no doubt with this even the 
approach towards the sex preference of a newly bom baby has changed but the basic 
instinct remains there, "At the birth of a boy, all are joyful... at the birth of a girl all 
are sorrowful and when a boy comes into the world, peace comes into the world . . . 
When a girl comes, nothing comes" (Swidler 140). The notion that God is a male is 
another important factor contributing to the male dominance. Although there may be 
female mythic figures in some religions, they do not have the same status as male 
gods who are all-knowing and powerful. There is always a male god who is the 
ultimate creator, destroyer and sustainer. No female goddesses are endowed with 
such attributes. 
A Need to Redefine 'W o^man' 
Stereotypes are usually the hypothesized scripts or scenarios related to 
features, roles and possible narrative sequences which take some extreme aspect of a 
group's perceived behaviour and generalize that feature as a whole (Mills 143). 
Although a strenuous job the stereotype regarding women can be changed but for that 
change there is a need to define these stereotypes in such a way that the changes seem 
possible. The foremost condition for this change is that women should be ready to 
take it. They have to take the initiative as Beauvoir writes, "If woman discover herself 
as the inessential, and never turns into the essential, it is because she does not bring 
about this transformation herself... they have won only what men have been wailing 
to concede to them; they have taken nothing; they have received {The Second Sex 8). 
For the liberation of the women it is necessary to dismantle those parts of the male-
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centric culture which has left women entirely at the disposal of men. For this change 
to occur the need is to conceive world as a social entity and not as a physical essence 
and the begiiming point of this change should be the deconstruction of the image of 
woman in terms of various levels, each of which privileges men and oppresses 
women. Unless woman as a category is deconstructed the change carmot be brought. 
The way people think about women in a world dominated by men in all spheres has to 
be defined anew and the foremost need is to discourage the way of defining women as 
an object whose nature is determined by biological parameters and whose sole destiny 
is to reproduce human species and maintain household. Their coming out of the four 
walls is indispensible for this change. 
[Women] have to become aware of that domination. Then they have to 
believe in their own strength to change it. Those who profit from their 
"collaboration" have to understand the nature of their betrayal. And finally, 
those who have the most to lose fi'om taking a stand, that is, women like me 
who have carved out a successful sinecure or career, have to be willing to risk 
insecurity - be it merely ridicule - in order to gain self-respect. (Beaviour, 
"Interview with Simone de Beauvoir") 
The belief that anatomy is destiny reflects an impression that it is unnatural of a 
woman to get involved any activity above her procreative role. This ideology places a 
stamp of freakishness on women who come out of their houses and ensure that 
women be taught fi-om the very begirming that their real place is inside their homes to 
bring up their families in a proper sphere. For a real change the woman has to be 
conceived not as an object but as a construct produced by the male dominated society 
and placed in a vacuum of uncertain identity. The question to be probed is not what 
woman is by nature which can never be ascertained or fixed with the availability of 
various examples coimtering each other. It always turns out to be 'fixed' or 
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'determined' in relation to specinctultmy and society. The area to be examined is, 
what she is assumed to be in a particular society or culture in which she lives and how 
those assumptions came about, and whose interests they serve. Once the answers to 
these questions are thought of, the change may be a possibility. The beginning of this 
change should come from the word "woman" itself The first step to study some 
changes should be problematizing the word 'woman' and the idea it denotes and 
connotes to. 
Woman as a 'Construct' in Afghanistan 
As already stated the construction of women and the purpose served varies 
from culture to culture in different ways with some specific purposes. In the tribal 
Afghan society, woman is viewed "half of men" (Brodsky 133) and "household 
honor" (Nojumi, Mazurana, Stites 36). Families traditionally live together in the 
same walled compound, knovm as the kala. When a son gets married he and his wife 
begin their married lives in a room under the same roof Though the situation is 
different in the urban areas but the basic feature remains the same. The image of the 
woman has been derived from the Pashtunwali code (an ancient ethnic custom and a 
tribal code of Afghanistan). According to this code which is based on "principles 
thoroughly rooted in the primacy of maintaining honor and reputation," (Barfield 59) 
a woman is considered as a property of her husband. The fate of a woman is decided 
by the eldest male member of a family and she is supposed to marry her husband's 
brother in case of widowhood. Pashtunwali code rests on four basic grounds: 
''melmastia (hospitality and protection to guests), badal (the right of blood feuds or 
revenge), tureh (bravery), and purdah (protection of women)" (Hayes 29). 
78 
Throughout history, the preservation of women's honor through tribal laws 
often superseded any constitutional law or progressive reform that would have 
benefitted Afghan women. "The local customs and the negative impact of decades of 
war determines the position of women in modem Afghan society, ensuring, for the 
most part, that women remain secluded in the private sphere and have little to no 
involvement in pubUc life" (Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites, 36). Even women view 
their identity as central to their family's identity and not in terms of separate 
individual spheres. In rural areas not only for women but for men also the value of 
individual identity is a foreign concept. Elaheh Rostami-Povey writes, "In Afghan 
society, community and group identity dominates. In rural areas in particular, the 
concept of individual identity is non-existent" (17). Marriage adds to woman's 
curtailment of freedom and she is treated as an object in the hands of men. Rostami-
Povey asserts the practice of "exchanging girls and young women to settle tribal feuds 
or to repay debts remains ingrained" (18). In Afghanistan, male dominated local 
culture and the negative impact of decades of war determine the position of women 
and as a result women remain secluded within the four walls of their homes and have 
little involvement in public life. In addition, during the rule of Mujahidin and then 
under the Taliban women had added agonies. 
One thing peculiar about Afghan society is that if on any occasion the honor of 
a woman is violated she is considered as a liability on the family and is usually 
secluded from the rest of the family members. For most Afghan girls, modesty is the 
most essential element of good breeding; girls are required to keep their heads down 
in public, to cover their heads in front of males, to be in burqa when outside their 
homes which is quite rare, not to talk or have an eye contact with sfrangers and to 
avoid interaction with boys. These expectations grow with the age of a girl. Moral 
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Standards are closely linked to sexuality, and mobility, expression, and social 
interactions are not considered a woman's prerogative. It is inappropriate for a man to 
speak to a woman on the street. Women must wear loose fitting pants under their 
skirts and be sme the definition of their legs is undistinguishable to avoid xmwanted 
attention. On the other hand foreign men should note that it is inappropriate to initiate 
social conversation with a woman, and they should not ask a male about his wife or 
female relatives. Men and women should never be alone in the same room. If this 
happens the door should be left open. Men and women should never touch one 
another under any circumstances. It is also strongly advisable to wear a headscarf in 
public. The colours of the headscarf or the chadori (an Afghan version of burqa) 
depend on religion, and geographical location. People of Kabul for instance wear the 
mid-blue. Very religious women may wear black. The Taliban created a dress code 
based on religion, Muslim women wore khaki color, and Hindu women wore mustard 
yellow. However this distinction ended with the end of their rule. And now the color 
distinction has almost no value at present. 
Socio-biological base of the 'Construction' 
Socio-biologists assert that women's roles in child care and other domestic 
tasks are outcomes of biological adaptations related to reproduction. According to 
their theories, because pregnancy lasts nine months, mothers have an iimate physical 
and psychic investment in the child that is far more intense than that of fathers whose 
role in procreation consumes less time and energy. And, because a woman can have 
fewer children in her lifetime than a man potentially can, she is more concerned with 
the survival and development of her offspring (Hubbard 3-5). 
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Most of such theories ignore the role of culture and socialization in the 
construction of women. Although sex is also a construct and not something biological 
because of the way it is defined and identified in the society, they dismiss the 
importance of acquired behaviours and learned expectations. As Ruth Hubbard writes: 
Human living necessarily involves an interplay between biological and social 
forces. We have no way of knowing what people's "real" biology is, because 
the concept has no meaning. There is no such thing as human biology in the 
pure. In other words, what we think of as . .. biology is a political construct, 
not a scientific one. (6) 
hi The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir counters that women are not bom with a 
maternal instinct. Through many examples she argues that many women are fearful, 
anxious, and distressed about the prospect of bearing and rearing a child. Therefore 
she alleges there are many bad mothers also. Most often, women undertake 
motherhood to fiilfiU an obligation to the marriage contract as a means to feel superior 
atleast in one area of their lives. If she feels herself always dependent upon her 
husband, then having a child a woman establishes herself for a time, as the essential 
and necessary being in relation to the dependent child. (Hansen 4). 
Despite evident validity in the argument that biology has a minimal role in 
gender determination, many people continue to enshrine the ideas of traditional 
gender roles. In the novels concerned, this vein runs throughout and even the modem 
characters show some biased attitude to an extent. At a general level, socio-biologists 
claim that distinctions in social behaviour of men and women are derived from 
instinctive genetic differences. They begin with the invalid declaration that a certain 
kind of behaviour is universally associated with women and then deduce the 
misconception that these features must be genetically programmed. They confiise the 
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social with genetic and tend to understand the outcomes of social conditioning as 
genetic. 
The widely held impression that woman has been created with an ingrained 
imperfection which can be supplemented provided she shows her gratitude to man by 
compliance is historically evidenced. She is supposed to wait for a proper man who 
will give meaning to her life, get married to him, serve him and bear children for him. 
Parents still raise their daughters for marriage rather than promoting their 
personal development; and the daughter sees so many advantages that she 
desires it herself; the result is that she is often less specialised, less solidly 
trained than her brothers, she is less totally committed to her profession; as 
such, she is doomed to remain inferior in it; and the vicious circle is knotted: 
this inferiority reinforces her desire to find a husband. (Beauvoir 158) 
A woman needs to be intensely sympathetic, inmiensely charming and utterly 
unselfish. She has to sacrifice herself daily. "If there was chicken, she took leg; if 
there was a draught she sat on it- in short she was so constituted that she never had a 
mind or a wish of her own, but preferred to sympathize always with the minds and 
wishes of others" (Woolf "A Room of One's Own" 2153). She is treated as what 
Virginia Woolf used for Victorian women 'The Angel in the House', a phrase from a 
poem written by Coventry Patmore (1823-1896) published in 1854-62. This 'Angel of 
the House' is enough complicated an issue which women avoid questioning although 
they are the real sufferers; they simply must conciliate, "they must- to put it bluntly-
tell lies if they are to succeed" (Woolf 2153). She is symbolically dead and is 
expected to get tossed fi-om one dependency to another without any consciousness of 
her own. In this context K. K. Ruthven quotes some lines fi-om \5^ century: 
A woman is a worthy thyng 
They do the washe and do the wrynge 
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A womane is a worthy wyght 
She serveth a man both daye and nyght (73). 
Woman in Afghan Society 
To Afghan society in the novels under study, women are the emblems of 
cultural integrity and their bodies are the symbolic and cultural site upon which the 
men inscribe their moral order. Actually women in Afghanistan are not isolated 
entities; their fate is strongly related to and determined by historical, cultural and 
religious forces. As already mentioned in this chapter, Afghan women had been 
always sidelined as men occupy the dominant positions in all the spheres of life. In 
historical and religious context, Afghan women do not come out of their homes and 
participate in active life; any change if witnessed has been limited to elite class only. 
Nojomi, Mazurana and Stites write, "Today, rural Afghan women countrywide play 
virtually no role in selecting local leaders and have no or extremely limited 
involvement in decision making in their villages, communities, and homes" (85). The 
notion of preserving a woman's purity has always included controlling her dress, 
marriage, sexuality, rights, and role in society. Through a theoretical lens, 
essentialism provides an explanation for the continued oppression of women who 
reside in war-torn, developing nations. Using this lens. Third World women become a 
figurative ping-pong ball shuffled between cultural essentialism and gender 
essentialism, incarcerating them doubly within stimted and stifled roles. Moreover, 
while the West criticizes certain cultural practices and the denial of women's rights 
within Third World countries, the Third World covmtries tend to epitomize women as 
the symbol of cultural preservation (Narayan, "Essence of Culture" 83). In another 
book Uma Narayan describes the Western feminist caricatiire of Third World women 
as based on "colonialist representations" (Narayan, Dislocating Cultures 45) where 
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only an "authentic insider" (33) can have a proper understanding of their oppression. 
However, Western academic discourse, of which feminism is a part, disregards the 
authentic insiders and does not treat these insiders as "authentic scholars" (Narayan, 
Dislocating Cultures 149). 
Samira and Samir (Siba Shakib) is set in post Soviet Afghanistan when there 
was a powerful struggle among the warlords belonging to different ethnic groups and 
when the Taliban movement came to power. Unlike the other novel by S. Shakib, 
women here have not been shown so sharply affected by the war. The cultural set up 
and historical patriarchal traditions are what stand in the way of women in the novel. 
The novel is a clear reflection of Beauvoir's assertion "One is not bom, but rather 
becomes, woman" {The Second Sex 293) as Samira who is brought up as a boy and 
throughout her life proves to be a strong deconstruct to the image of 'woman' created. 
She proves throughout the novel that a woman is not in any sense inferior to man 
provided she is brought up at par with him. Samira proves to be a denial of and 
defiance to the feminine fi-ame set by the Afghan society. 
She belongs to the kuchi tribe of the Hazara group of Afghanistan who are 
among the most backward and illiterate people and about whom Siba writes, "They 
are savages, they know neither law nor reason, friend or enemy" (Samira and Samir 
14). The only thing they know is that the first child must be a son and he must be 
taken to the holy rock in the mountains; the rock which has been there for centuries 
and has passed fi-om firstborn sons of firstborn sons. In the context of the Arab 
countries, which have to a large extend the similar social and cultural set up like 
Afghanistan, Beauvoir writes, "there was massive infanticide among Arabs: as soon 
as they were bom, girls were thrown into ditches. Accepting a female child is an act 
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of generosity on the father's part; the woman enters such societies only through a kind 
of grace bestowed on her, and not legitimately like males" (The Second Sex 94). In the 
novel the commander says, "Only if it is a son does it have the right to live" (Shakib, 
Samira and Samir 10). The commander knows that the people will now talk behind 
his back that he was not a real man as his first child is not a boy. A first bom son is a 
father's masculinity affidavit. 
Samira is held culpable for being a girl as Daria wishes, "Instead of being bom 
a girl you had been bom dead" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 18). To keep his head 
high, the commander decides to keep the sex of his child a secret and says "We will 
give her the name Samira, we will call her Samir, he says, lowers his eyes, does not 
look at Daria, says so that people think you have given me a son" (Shakib, Samira 
and Samir 2). The commander might have got rid of his girl-son but "the rock's law 
and his father's father say his first bom child must be a son" (Shakib, Samira and 
Samir 23). Naming Samira as Samir in itself unfolds the mind of the commander and 
its imprisonment in the cultural norms which decides where he falls short of and 
where the culture proves to be a far stronger force than the man. This episode proves 
that man is also a puppet in the hands of culture and no matter how hard he may strive 
to come out of this grip, he fails. The commander is shown as not so harsh on Daria. 
Usually the blame is piimed onto a woman to have given birth to a girl and she is 
pimished for this but Daria's giving birth to Samira doesn't bring any catastrophe of 
this sort to her. However he rebukes her, "It is your fauh that the first child you pulled 
out of your body was not a real boy. It is your fault that I have no son that I can take 
with me to the rock. It is your fauh that I shall no longer be mler of the upland" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 30). 
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Man's transcendence is not only psycho-social but also biological. He knows 
how not to feel the throes of pain and a woman's pain remains exclusive. It is a 
contradictory belief that a son's birth is testimony to father's masculinity which 
subsumes father's biological responsibility for the determination of the sex of the 
child. On the other hand, woman is penalized for the birth of a female child and loses 
her teeth and is denied the normal sexual practice that can impregnate her with a 
child. 
Gender-based Demarcation 
In the socio-cultural site in Samira and Samir there is a strong demarcation 
between the two territories which are hierarchically stratified; all what is frivolous and 
negative has been associated wdth the woman and whatever is normal and positive 
with the men. Women are supposed to be shy, caring, responsive, dreaming and 
beautiful whereas men as tough, coarse, 'insolent', wild and brave. And anything 
other than the status quo is treated as threat and is dealt with severely. The basic 
problem form a male point of view is, ". . . because they find it strange for a woman 
to behave like a man" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 274). When Samira questions 
Bashir, "... do you think a girl can have as much strength as a boy? Walk like a boy? 
Go to school, go to the bazaar, strike deals, haggle, spit, fight, sit with men in the tea-
house, himt, play buzkashi, do all that and everything else like a boy, like a real boy, 
even though she is a girl" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 172), he is stunned and asks, 
"What? What do you mean by that" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 172) v^th a loud and 
shrill voice. In fact this is not what is expected fi-om a woman at all and Bashir's 
reaction portrays this in very bold terms. In fact this boundary between the two sexes 
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is gender based where the attributes and behavioural patterns are clearly labeled. A 
further passage from Samira and Samir elucidates this aspect: 
. . . her soft features that have hardened because she is outside all the day, 
rides wildly, climbs on the mountains, because she shoots, fights with the 
other boys, because she chops wood, because she has become a boy. Her 
child's beautiful dark eyes glitter wildly, her little nose has become wide and 
hard because she has fights with the other boys, her beautiful lips are course 
and torn because she always bites them, because she always has the short 
whip for buzkashi game or the reins of her horse between her teeth. (Shakib, 
Samira and Samir 88) 
Education: A Male Prerogative 
Samira is considered capable for education only because she is living in the 
boy's guise otherwise even the grandfather might have had a different opinion. Only 
the teacher shows some real sense as he tells Samira, "People think girls do not need 
to be able to read and write. They think girls are not as clever as boys. And because 
girls eventually turn into women, people there is no point in girls going to school 
because they cannot use their knowledge later on anyway" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 
131). At another place the novelist writes about Commander Rashid who assumes the 
role of patriarch after the death of Samira's father that it is uimecessary for women to 
be able to read and write. The Commander does not see the point of it. "He thinks 
girls must follow their men and bring up their children" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 
255). Samira does not even know what a school means and asks "What is school" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 116) and the answer specifies education as male 
prerogative only. Her grandfather replies, "School is a place where lots of boys learn 
lots of new things" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 116). It would have been more 
interesting to see the grandfather's reaction had he come to know Samira's secret. 
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Siba Shakib debunks the stereotype of woman through Samira's character and 
her intention is no doubt clear in her message that it is not the sex of a person which 
stands in her or his way but it is the way how a person is brought up in a society. 
Bashir, who according to the social set up is supposed to dominate Samira, follows 
her imtil he knows she is a girl. Siba writes, "Samira knows Bashir will follow her. 
Samira says Bashir do this and he does it, she says, do that, and he does thaf (Shakib, 
Samira and Samir 174). Samira with the same body that she is bom with can 
command respect and be a natural leader for Bashir and others. Samira proves to be 
far better than the other men particularly in the areas supposedly considered men's but 
Samira herself does not like this enforced gender bending as she says, "I don't like 
men who pretend to be women. And I don't like men who put their arms around other 
men" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 186). However for her there are limited gender 
options, she has to be either this or that. Another very important aspect of her 
personality is caring and loving natiire. There is not a single instance in the novel 
where she is cruel at heart in spite of all the difficulties she faces. It can be claimed 
that Siba Shakib conforms to the image of the woman constructed. It may also be 
possible to say that she wants to show the humane side of a person. 
Trans-gendering and the Dilemma 
Samira lives the life of a man more successfully than a real man. Her mother 
aptly puts it about her, "A woman who lives the life of men more successfully than 
any man I have ever known" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 235). She shows the traits 
which are socially identified with men like "She rises to her feet, spits, wipes her 
mouth with the back of her hand, leaves the boys and girls sitting in the meadow, 
stamps off" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 49). Siba Shakib says with a marked tone of 
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irony that Samira proves, "As brave as a real boy" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 52). At 
many places in the novel she swallows dovm the tears and comes out as a man as the 
society demands, "A real man does not cry" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 56). She 
gives a harsh retort to the stereotypical image of woman and performs those acts 
which are manly in the eyes of the people: 
Samira sharpens the already sharpened knife, gives one last, merciful sip of 
water to the animal, which after all has been created by God, grips it by the 
legs, jerks them out from under its body so that it falls on to the ground, 
presses her knee to her chest, puts the knife to its neck, whispers a mute be-
isme-Allah, and with the quick cut slits the sheep's throat. (Shakib, Samira 
and Samir 70) 
She is the best buzkashi player in her tribe. She is the invincible rider who is hard and 
strong enough to defeat anybody. Samira's case affirms that women are no way 
weaker than a man in any respect. 
One thing which is noteworthy in Shakib's novels is that although women 
suffer but they never give up. Samira, Daria and Shirin Gol suffer; they are subjugated 
and victimized by war, man, poverty, history, culture and God's fury but they remain 
bold till the end. Same is the case with Khaled Hossieni's Mariam and Laila. Though 
Shirin Gol loses but Samira, Mariam, Laila and Daria not only win but also 
substantiate one of the major themes in Samira and Samir that success is not the 
matter of strength but of practice. Even Shirin Gol caimot be called a loser as she 
fights throughout her life. Like Shirin-Gol, Mariam too succeeds in granting Laila and 
her family a peaceful and happy life. Siba Shakib believes in the strength of women, 
and in the spirit of female friendship as it is the only consolation for them in the 
novels. Samira comes out as a defeated but strong lady. She is strong because she 
endures much; she is defeated because she has to leave the village. She comes up to 
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the expectations of all, her father, her mother, and her one armed grandfather, Gol-
Sar, Bashir and all the other villagers. She is strong because she does everything right 
and does not accept defeat. She swallows her tears and always fights back. She 
deserves appreciation throughout the novel and particularly towards the end when she 
manages to kill 'Gol-Sar's Samir'. Above all she breaks the myth of the 'Angel of the 
House' and proves that there is no essential difference between a man and a woman 
and that it is the society which attributes specific characteristics to the sexes. The way 
Samira takes the charge of her mother and later her father gives an appropriate answer 
to the one sided image of woman created by her tribe. Feeding and protection is the 
man's work in the novel and "Spreading out the bedding is women's work" (Shakib , 
Samira and Samir 74) but she takes care of her family but and Bashir as well who is 
effeminate and in a sharp contrast to her. Her bravery gets man demonstrated when 
commander Rashid foresees the possibility that, "You might be able to teach him 
[Bashir] to be a real boy" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 129). This episode makes fun of 
the dichotomy where female is kept at the periphery and male at the center. Samira's 
life puts the phrase 'the weaker sex' into question. 
It can be taken as an established fact, as already discussed in the beginning of 
this chapter, that the kind of parenting a child is given depends on its sex and the child 
also responds accordingly. This difference become so marked that it somehow shifts 
its position from cultiires to nature and anything short of it is considered illogical and 
abnormal. It is at this stage of life from where the plinth of gender construction in 
placed as Judith Lorber writes, "For an individual, gender construction starts with 
assignment to a sex category on the basis of what the genitalia look like at birth. Then 
babies are dressed or adorned in a way that displays the category because parents 
don't want to be constantly asked whether their baby is a girl or a boy" (289). In this 
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context the parenting of a transsexual individual poses a serious problem and makes 
an interesting study in the form of this novel. 
Samira is a bom victim of patriarchal society as she gets utterly confused 
between her sexual identity of a boy and a girl. The trauma increases with the age and 
at one stage becomes so intense that she stays inside her hut for days together. She 
always feels afraid of being discovered a girl in the guise of a boy. Samira was not 
conscious of her identity and her sex. She does not know the difference between a boy 
and a girl. She is in love with the word 'boy' as her father use to call her until she sees 
something dangles between a boy's legs which she has not seen before and she 
questions him "what do you need that for?" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 51) and she 
gets the reply- a reply which changed the course of her life- that "all real boys have 
one" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 51). Samira asks her mother, "am I not a real boy" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 52). This question forms the crux of the novel as it 
underlines Samira's identity crises and victimization. Samira henceforth keeps asking, 
'who am I?' She becomes the victim of her father's tradition, of the patriarchal fiber 
of her tribe, of her mistake of being a girl, of not being a boy and of not being the 
'first-born son' of her father. The real test starts now as she is to live the life of Samir, 
'the brave boy'; the difference she was not aware of till now. She is to have a dual 
identity which would gradually get obliterated because she could neither be Samira 
nor Samir to her full. 
Samira is caught in the crises of her body which is highlighted by the writer 
throughout the novel. Shakib perhaps wants to convey that it is the body which is one 
of the reasons which give men an excuse to look down upon women. Here Samira 
feels defeated due to her body which needs to be kept a secret. At the climax of the 
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novel Samira feels that with the passage of time it will become difficult for her to 
maintain identity as Samir. She realizes that her "breasts are getting bigger and 
bigger" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 145) making it difficult for her to conceal her 
identity. Thus again her body becomes her limitation and she feels defeated. Even in 
the case of man the issue of the body is there when Olfat says, "our commander is not 
a real man himself He has only fathered a single son, and he has lost his manhood as 
well" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 72). Manhood is identified with power and thus 
dominance. Body issue is therefore there in the novel in broad terms and has been 
taken up as a construct as the sex has been. Body and sex are interrelated and thus the 
construction of one leads to the construction to the other. 
Essentialist view is that some attributes are determined fi-om the very birth of a 
person; they are 'natural' and related with the biological differences between the two 
sexes. They tend to think on these terms no matter how far they go in terming 
themselves as the champions of women's emancipation. Though exceptions have 
been always there but in the novel we hardly find any exceptional example as almost 
all the male characters have the same attitude. However Samira poses as a serious 
threat to this facet of essentialism when she says to Bashir, "You think it is God's 
work to make a real boy out of me? That is not true. Whatever I am, or I am not, I 
myself made me" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 166). When Bashir responds with a 
typical masculine answer, "Some things are as they are, and cannot be changed" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 166) Samira replies in very harsh words, "Who said that? 
Where is that written" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 166)? In this regard the story of the 
girl and the calf which Samira narrates to Bashir needs a mention as the girl in the 
story proves like Samira that it is a not a matter of strength but of practice to gain 
success. The girl points to the king, "Your deeds deserve no admiration . . . If a person 
92 
practises the same thing over and over again, his success is guaranteed. Your success 
is not a resuh of your strength and your courage, but the resuh of practice and 
experience" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 168). The king although does not agree at this 
stage and orders to kill her but later on when she showcases her strength gained 
through practice. The king falls flat and is proved wrong. He seeks forgiveness and 
marries her. The story gains an allegorical importance in getting to the roots of 
Samira's case who, like the girl in the story, proves this view wrong and comes out as 
a winner. Samira does not only win her case but also leaves the structure of 
essentialist view shattered and collapsed. 
Sexuality as an Issue 
Samira's sexual orientation is also related with her enforced gender bending as 
sexual preference of an individual depends on his/her upbringing. Many a times in the 
novel one feels that Samira's is herself not able to decide whom she should feel 
attracted to. This also adds to her problem at a psychological level. Judith Lorber 
comments, "Sex doesn't come into play again until puberty, but by that time, sexual 
feelings and desires and practices have been shaped by gendered norms and 
expectations" (289), acquires importance in Samira's case. Sexually Samira is equally 
inclined towards Gol-sar as well as Bashir sexually. Her conscience asks her again 
and again "Do you like the sister more than the brother" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 
200). Her sexually motivated encounters with both sister and brother somehow give 
weight to this observation. On the part of Gol-sar this act is quite normal because for 
her Samira is a real man. At one place, "Samira looks at her, wants to touch her, 
wants to stroke her. She does not know why she wants this" (Shakib, Samira and 
Samir 160). Samira is herself not able to see the reason behind this liking and she 
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does feel disturbed as, "She does not know what is happening to her, more than that 
she does not want to know" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 60). 
Another instance comes to light in Samira's encounter with the girl prostitute 
where, "The only thing that Samira sees clearly is the bare breasts of the former girl 
prostitute. The only thought that has room in her head is the question of how it can be 
that she liked what she saw" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 152). When viewed from 
another facet she is interested in Bashir also as she somehow feels good when she is 
kissed by him at the time of her accident. At a later encounter, "She feels her body as 
she has never felt it before, she sinks into Bashir's arms, drowns in his caresses, in his 
pleasure" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 243). 
Bashir accepts Samira as a homosexual partner and makes love to her thinking 
that she is a man. But once he comes face to face with the reality he feels ashamed 
about his act. One can infer that he is quite comfortable with homosexuality but not 
with heterosexuality of this strange nature. There is a vague suggestion in the novel 
that he makes love to Samira out of his affection, however the explanation does not 
holds much ground. When the secret of her being a woman is revealed to him, the 
typical Afghan man in him wakes up and he shows his anger at her manly activities. 
He cannot have sympathy for Samira because Samira's burden has increased now as 
after his discovery she will have to live as Samir in front of Gol-Sar and others and as 
Samira in front of him. Those actions which were earlier appreciated by him and 
which he used to follow are seen with contempt by him; he says in anger, "Stop 
that.... The throwing, the carving. The squatting on stones like a man. The walking up 
and down, like a man, being Samir. You should behave like a woman. You should 
behave like Samira" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 246). The man in him comes to 
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senses and his sudden change reflects the essentiaUst dichotomization of the sexes. 
The noveUst portrays him as a typical man who takes everything related to a woman 
for granted. Bashir wants Samira to come into the man made world by marrying him 
and cutting herself to the frame of a socially constructed woman. This action on his 
part makes Samira realize that he too is after all a child of the culture and she comes 
to a stage where she is to make a choice between her love and freedom. 
Samira is not able to come to terms with Bashir's definition of a woman. From 
a social point of view she is supposed to get into the fold of a conventional woman 
but, "She does not know how to live without fishing and hunting, without going to 
school or the bazaar, without all that and much else" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 271). 
There is some effort on her part to come to terms with the masculine world around her 
but she is not able to subdue the 'free Samir' living inside her. "She does not want to 
act like a man. She wants to stop being a man, she wants to be a woman. A real 
woman ... in the evening she collects woods, lights the fire, spreads out the blankets, 
unpacks the bread and cheese, puts the pot on fire, sits beside it, puts tea in the port, 
fills the glass, hands it to Bashir" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 277-278). The role 
assignment of husband and wife in an Afghan family as evidenced in the 
Commander's household in the beginning of the novel is re-indorsed in Bashir's 
expectations from Samira by the end. Bashir loses the already meek chances of living 
a life of a typical Afghan husband with Samira. As expected Samira chooses freedom 
and leaves her love behind; love which made her weak for a moment. Her choice to 
choose freedom substantiates her strength and courage from which she strayed for a 
moment. 
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An Important Role Played by War 
War plays an important role in the novels not only as a setting but as an 
important character. In Samira and Samir there are only some passing references 
unlike the other three novels. On one hand it works against Samira by making her life 
miserable due to her father's lost of manhood and later on his death. It brings poverty 
and grief as she has to leave her uplands and move towards the plains. It is the war 
which makes her grandfather invalid and leads her to go out to earn livelihood. But on 
the other hand it is the war which gives her an opportunity to prove herself in 
comparison with other men in the novel. Had there been no war Samira would not 
have to take care of her mother and she would not have to come out of her tent too 
often which was no doubt indispensable to break the construct of woman. War gives 
her a symbolic courage by denying her entry into the frame created for the woman. 
Thus war helps her to break the stereotype regarding woman in the novel as it gives 
her a chance to prove her worth in all the fields of life. The most important role 
played by the war is that it kills 'Samir'. Had it not been there it would have been 
very difficult for her to come out of this predicament. It was due to the war only that 
the villagers believe that their Samir had stepped on a mine in pursuit of saving 
hadji's sheep. Though the above assessment never means that war is in any sense 
justified in the novel. 
Gol-Sar's character gives the reader some real insight about how a woman 
feels with reference to her relationship with man. She is quite conscious about the 
disparity between the roles assigned to the two sexes. Although she lacks the strength 
she is somewhere like Shirin-Gol (Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep) 
and Laila (A Thousand Splinded Suns) and is in a sharp contrast to Firouza and the 
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girl prostitute. In fact it is through her character that Siba Shakib throws ample light 
on the status of women in Afghan society in general and Hazara tribe in particular. In 
her talk to Samira she says, "That is not fair. You must know that girls understand 
much more than you men think" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 158). These lines uttered 
by her forms a very important strain of the novel and are in a way a message to the 
men like the Commander, Olfat, Bashir and Commander Rashid who take women as 
dumb creators and think that they are just an object of desire. These men are in a 
sense the representatives of the tribal culture of the Hazaras. Gol-sar's asks, "Do you 
think it is easy to see my brother being able to do whatever he wants? He does 
everything. Yet I am allowed to do nothing" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 160). 
Another question is more important and revealing as well when she asks his Samir 
"Am I not a human being? Does the same blood not flow through my veins as flows 
through my brother's veins? What is different about me" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 
160)? 
The novel ends in what may be called an open ending where readers can draw 
their own conclusions: 
She swings on to the back of her father's stallion, urges him on, leaves the 
Hindu Kush and Bashir behind, doesn't swallow down her tears, weeps. 
Weeps until her weeping turns to laughter. It is a laughter that she doesn't 
lose quickly, laughter that will stay with her for a long time. It is the laughter 
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The Female Voice 
Like the Medusa of the myth, the image of women has been molded to serve 
the interests of phallogocentrism; her voice about her own self, body and language has 
been repressed and drawn in a way that she appears naturally evil and inferior when 
compared to man. The part of this myth about beauty and truth of woman has been 
erased. She has been shown as an ugly enchantress with snakes intertwined in her 
hair, with a wicked spell which turns the onlookers into stones. Helene Cixous writes 
that men have "riveted us between two horrifying myths: between the Medusa and the 
abyss" (885). M.A.R. Habib observes that the word "abyss" used by Helene Cixous 
refers "to the connotations and implications of Freud's designation of woman as a 
"dark continent," pregnant with a mystery recalcitrant to analysis and understanding, 
and signifying lack, castration, negativity, and dependence (on the positive identity of 
the male)" (702). Cixous in her essay "Le Hire de la Meduse" (1975), translated as 
"The Laugh of the Medusa" (1976) has tried to redeem this part of the Medusa myth 
where the real beauty of women has been overlooked quite intentionally. In this 
context Habib writes, "What Cixous effectively does is to redeem that part of the 
Medusa myth which has been repressed: the Medusa as she was prior to the repression 
of her sexuality, prior to the disfigurement of her beauty, and prior to her 
metamorphosis into a monster" (703). In "The Laugh of the Medusa" Cixous writes, 
"You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she's not deadly. 
She's beautiful and she's laughing" (885). For Cixous the Medusa myth expresses the 
repression of female sexiiality and beauty; her hair which is usually seen as a symbol 
of beauty has been transformed in a symbol of evil "and although the agent of this 
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repression and punishment was a female goddess, Athena, this happens to be a 
goddess with very "masculine" attributes . . ." (Habib 703). 
For Helene Cixous, there is no essential difference between a man and a 
woman; she believes in humanity and she evades defining men or women as two 
different categories. She argues ". . . that if we define what it means to be a man or a 
woman we risk a fimdamentalist orthodoxy about sexual difference which limits 
rather than liberates our understanding of what it means to be a human" (Bray 5). She 
goes ahead and looks for the actual reasons behind the actual repression of the female 
voice; one of the reasons in her eyes being heterosexuality. She objects to the world of 
heterosexuality and argues that such a stereotyped relationship often proves 
authoritarian " . . . because it limits an experience of love and desire by imposing rigid 
roles and prefixed sexual identities onto men and women. Moreover, what we might 
term the metaphysics of heterosexuality, the sense that this sexed couple is the 
foundation of binary thought, also restricts creative thought" (Bray 50). Instead she 
gives a new concept of 'the other bisexuality', that is, "a sexuality which is more than 
female or male, a sexuality that can move beyond, exceed the very limits of what 
counts as female desire or male desire" (Bray 50). Bray notes that Helene Cixous' 
suggestion about 'the other bisexuality' somewhere echoes Virginia Woolf s concept 
of 'androgyny' which represents an entirely new sexual being combining the male and 
the female. In "A Room of One's Own", Virginia Woolf writes, "And 1 went on 
amateurishly to sketch a plan of soul so that in each of us two powers preside, one 
male, one female; and in the man's brain, the man predominates over the woman, and 
in the woman's brain, the woman predominates over the man" (Woolf 2143). Virginia 
Woolf refers to Coleridge who said that "a great mind is androgynous" (2143) but she 
clarifies "Coleridge certainly did not mean, when he said that a great mind is 
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androgynous, that it is a mind that has any special sympathy with women; a mind that 
takes up their cause or devotes itself to their interpretation" (Woolf 2143). 
Woman: Voice and Audibility 
Cixous argues, "It is time to liberate the New Woman from the Old by coming 
to know her. . . " (878). For this liberation she strongly advocates that woman should 
make their voice audible, they need to write about their bodies which implies that they 
need to give voice to their own experiences and desires; they need to break their 
misrepresentation by men who have till now taken the uninvited task of creating their 
(women) image in literary discourses. She emphasizes: 
And why don't you write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your 
body is yours, take it. I know why you haven't written. (And why I didn't write before 
the age of twenty-seven.) Because writing is at once too high, too great for you, it's 
reserved for the great-that is, for "great men"; and it's "silly." (Cixous 876) 
At another place she adds, "Censor the body and you censor breath and speech 
at the same time" (Cixous 880). She thus believes that the voice of a woman is 
directly related to her body and unless a woman acknowledges her body she cannot 
find right expression of her voice. However mainly referring to "The Laugh of 
Medusa," many Anglo-American feminists have accused Helene Cixous of 
"promoting "essentialism"- that is, of equating female writing with an idealized and 
unhistoricized "femininity". By making such claims as "women are multiple," 
"women are open to one another," "women write in white ink," she does seem to be 
afifirming some sort of "essence" of woman" (Lietch 2038). However the point in 
Cixous that "women are multiple" is an assertion of women's individuality and not 
their being one single amorphous species indistinguishable from each other. 
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Socially influenced and morally acceptable view about the voice of woman 
has achieved the status of a theory and has been used as a touchstone. If a survey of 
the history is taken one finds very few women writers, out of whom most have been 
vulnerable to the male hegemony and male constructed image of woman. Thus they 
too have contributed to this image of woman. Man have always acted as mouthpiece 
of woman and rendered the female voice dented and manipulated. In this affair the 
former has benefitted at the cost of the latter's freedom and representation and the 
actual female voice was never heard. Virginia Woolf in her essay, "A Room of One's 
Own" finds the women's presence wanting in almost all kinds of discourses. Woolf 
notes that most of the books on women have been written by men, defining women so 
as to protect men's image of superiority (Habib 677). In this context, Helene Cixous 
writes: 
It is well known that the number of women writers (while having increased 
very slightly from the nineteenth century on) has always been ridiculously 
small. This is a useless and deceptive fact unless from their species of female 
writers we do not first deduct the immense majority whose workmanship is in 
no way different from male writing, and which either obscures women or 
reproduces the classic representations of women as sensitive-intuitive-
dreamy, etc. (879). 
The records of the history show that her voice, her body and psyche have been 
misunderstood and misrepresented in almost all the discourses namely philosophy, 
theology, psychoanalysis, language etc. Masculine voice is the only audible form of 
human speech which disables woman's voice from being audible. Helene Cixous 
writes in this regard, ". . . even if she transgresses, her words fall almost always upon 
the deaf male ear, which hears in language only that which speaks in the masculine" 
(Cixous 880-881). Though woman is there but she has been kept on the margins in 
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history and the treatment has been unfair and parallel to her treatment in real life 
where her voice has been always repressed and muted. 
Virginia Woolf discusses the presence and absence of female voice in these 
words: "She pervades poetry from cover to cover; she is all but absent from history. 
She dominated the lives of kings and conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the slave 
of any boy whose parents force a ring upon her finger" (2114). Almost all the 
discourses are dominated by male voice while female voice is suppressed. As a result 
an entirely fabricated and artificial form of speech is attributed to woman. No doubt 
there are some attempts to deconstruct this kind of attribution and many theorists have 
achieved success, nonetheless the strong and dominating voice of men still reigns to a 
great extend. In this case the biased social and literary discourses have always won 
and the attempts, if any, to break these stereotypes have been countered by the 
adherents of the traditional order with counter excuses and theories to explain and 
assert the legitimacy of superiority of male voice over the female voice. Besides such 
attempts have been labeled as lopsided, unsubstantiated and pervert and have been 
sidelined socially and politically. The reason is the fear that such attempts may snatch 
the dominance from men and render them voiceless and thus ultimately powerless 
going by the law of opposite and equal reaction. 
Voice, power and identity are inter-related. Literally 'voice' means any 
audible sound or an expression of opinion. Symbolically voice represents power, 
control and authority. It is the voice which in close association with language gives 
a meaning to the ideas and feelings of a human being. Power gives identity and a 
sense of belonging to an individual and it is the ability to speak coherently that 
marks the difference between human and inanimate objects of nature. According to 
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creationists, as per Semitic tradition- language enables human species to stand out 
the other living beings. Unless one speaks one cannot be heard. In ancient times 
when the written form of language was not there it was the voice/sound which was 
used by the early man to communicate and convey his message. He used to make 
different soimds to convey the message to his fellow beings. Even in animal 
behavior one notes that they too communicate in their own way using their power of 
voice. In case an individual cannot speak, he/she feels helpless and distressed and is 
unable to express his feelings in a proper way. Though modem technology has 
devised tools to tackle this problem yet they have never compensated for the natural 
voice of a human being. 
The Muted Group Theory 
More serious is the case when a human being has a voice and an identity but 
the voice is suppressed and unheard thereby resulting in an absence and mutedness. 
The voice is there but due to several reasons, it is in a muted form. Over a long period 
of time in history the dominant group devises a communication system that reflects its 
perception of the world and then declares it the common and accepted language of 
that particular society while sidelining the Others' viewpoint and subjecting it to 
experiences that does not reflect it in its entirety. Although the recessive group may or 
may not be conscious of this forced ideology but this declivity is present. Edwin 
Ardener writes: "The muted structures are 'there' but cannot be 'realized' in the 
language of the dominant structure" (qtd. in A. Foss, K. Foss and Griffin 21). In the 
context of particular societies, there are certain cultural, ethical, religious or linguistic 
groups which go unheard due to their lack of proper expressions or due to their lack of 
access to it in the social ladder. Elderly persons, the disabled, homosexuals, the poor 
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and homeless may too fall in this marginalized category sometimes. This can also be 
due to their less number or due to their backwardness and illiteracy or even due to 
predominance of the definition of normal and natural by the hegemonic group, Mark 
P. Orbe echoes S. Ardener: 
Over time, dominant group members formulate- consciously or 
unconsciously- a communication system that supports their perceptions of the 
world and conceptualizes it as the appropriate language for the rest of society. 
This process subjects nondominant group members to function with 
a communication system that is not representative of their lived 
experiences. (20) 
Although there may be a sincere effort on the part of the unheard social groups to get 
their voices heard and acknowledged, but the problem persists as the dominant group 
is not willing to consider their voice at par with their own. 
On a universal level such has been the case with women who although have a 
voice of their own but have been rendered muted by the patriarchal set up of the 
society in which the terminology of the speech is entirely man-made. Krolokke and 
Soreson write: 
. . . women face a dilemma arising from the fact that their experiences and 
means of communication are restricted by their marginalization in society and 
their relative isolation within the private sphere- deemed not only irrelevant 
to public discourse but also less effective than paid labor and consequently 
less valuable. (31) 
Women are in no way different from men but their experiences of life and perception 
differs. Orbe illustrates Cheris Kramarae's observations in this context as he writes. 
First, women perceive the world differently than men on the basis of different 
experiences and activities rooted in the division of labor. Second, because of 
their political dominance, men's system of perception is dominant, impeding 
107 
the free expression of women's alternative models. Last, to participate in 
society women must transform their own models in terms of the perceived 
male system of expression. (22) 
Thus what he says is that women traditionally have been muted by a male-dominated 
commimication system, which considers women's interests and speech as marginal 
and unimportant and gives value to whatever is associated with men. Kramarae argues 
that language is "man-made" and "aids in defining, depreciating and excluding 
women" (Griffin 459). This thesis that the language is man-made is developed by 
Dale Spender in her book Man Made Language (1981) which also argues that 
"language is not a neutral medium but one which contains many features which 
reflect its role as the instrument through which patriarchy finds expression" (Barry 
127). 
On the basis of these assumptions, this theory was later called Muted Group 
Theory, which was developed by Cheris Kramarae in her book Women and Men 
Speaking: Frameworks for Analysis (1981) though the theory is originally based on 
the work of anthropologist Shirley Ardener and Edwin Ardener's Perceiving Women 
(1975). Muted Group theory challenges the gender assumptions of society and 
attempts to revisit the ways in which male domination restricts communication of 
females and the ways in which they mute the voice of women. In their book, Shirley 
Ardener and Edwdn Ardener made an important observation that most of the times the 
anthropologists talk to and about the leaders of a particular culture, who usually 
happens to be adult males. The data collected thus, which is claimed to represent the 
whole culture, actually represents the voice of men only, leaving out the experiences 
of women and other voiceless groups. However this theory was not recognized till 
recent times because it dealt with a subordinate group i.e. women and "for many, 
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women and other marginalized groups' lack of voice remains "the problem with no 
name" (Kramarae, 1981) or worse, not a problem at all" (Bente). 
There have been a lot of rhetorical debates about women's empowerment and 
their equal place in the field of communication. It may be said in theory that women 
have the same place and contribution in the formation of a particular language but the 
fact is that, "Men developed the language of our culture to express what they knew to 
be reality accompanied by how they wanted their world to be. The experiences, 
values, beliefs of men became institutionalized whereas women's concerns, needs and 
rights became marginalized and devalued" (Bente). Thus even here the construct of 
the female voice as weak and inaudible has worked to a large extent. In this regard E. 
Ardener writes, "Groups that are on the top of the social hierarchy determine to a 
greater extent the dominant communication system of a society" (qtd. in A. Foss, K. 
Foss and Griffin 19). If there had been any effort on the part of some knowledgeable 
or self-aware women to get their voice heard against patriarchy or to challenge the 
dominating male view, they have been termed as, unnatural, unattractive, frigid, man-
haters and eccentric in order to uphold heteropatriarchy. ". . . heterosexuality and 
male dominance are assumed to be natural and "male" and "female" to be natural, 
eternal categories rather than the expression of concepts essential to the maintenance 
of the heteropatriarchy" (A. Foss, K. Foss and Griffin 41). In an essay titled 
"Introduction to Cheris Kramarae", they attempt to simplify this issue, "Women (and 
members of other subordinate groups) are not as free or as able as men are to say what 
they wish, when and where they wish, because the words and the norms for their use 
have been formulated by the dominant group, men" (19). So it becomes very difficult 
if not impossible for the women to directly articulate their experiences; the 
experiences which are quite different from those of men as the former looks at life 
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differently, ".. . the words and norms for speaking are not generated from or fitted to 
women's experiences. Women are thus "muted."" (19). This muting, however, is not 
silencing and is successful only because women have no other alternative 
communication style to express their experiences and code their messages in 
(Krolokke and Soreson 30). 
The whole communication mode has been a prey to this appropriation of 
language and even if any alternative is made possible, it has proved to be equally 
susceptible to the same fate. In this regard Krolokke and Soreson write, "There are 
also structural barriers to the development of alternate communication modes, as men, 
whether consciously or not, will perpetuate their power by preventing other voices 
from being heard and acknowledged . . . As a result, women's expression is muted" 
(30). Women are thus relegated to an inferior position in this clearly demarcated 
mayhem where "the binary logic that structures the opposition between "male" and 
"female" is set up as a relation not between "A" and "B" but between "A" and "not-
A". (Lietch 2037). In such a set up where power is directly related to the decibels of 
the voice, men have all the power to mould the systems to their advantage thereby 
relegating women to a comer from where her voice is unheard. Mark P. Orbe writes 
in the same vein, "Concerning langiiage use, Kramarae notes that men historically 
have possessed greater speaking rights and been largely responsible for establishing 
and maintaining the criteria used to judge men and women's speech. In this respect, 
women historically have been "muted" by men" (22). In the whole affair the power 
and the way in which women have been constructed for centuries- discussed in detail 
in the earlier chapter- play an important role. They have been muffled throughout 
their history to live in their muted bodies and silent aphonic revolts (Cixous 886). As 
their representation has been absent from the mainstream discourses which makes 
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them powerless in real life, their voice has been hardly heard. There is power play 
where a specific group based on gender, race, or cultural backgroimd cannot be heard 
for who they are, but rather only by acting in ways they are reflective of who is 
"listening," i.e. the dominant group (Baer). 
Muted group theory does not relate to any particular group of women although 
the starting point of this theory is based on a study of rituals of Bakwari women of 
Cameron. However about the theory Krolokke and Soreson write: 
Provides a rather generalized perspective on women's oppression: (All) 
women are muted, (and) all men mute. As such, it replaces Marxist class-
related concerns with gender-related concerns, and although this perspective 
puts gender at the focus of analysis, the category of sex- women as a group 
and men as a group- is maintained. (31) 
Women are left with two options- they have either to adjust themselves to the 
language of men or "they can go backward, delving into layers of communication 
competencies previously acquired and abandoned" (Krolokke and Soreson 31). In 
both ways they somehow willingly or unwillingly ratify their demeaned value and 
powerless position in the society. Actually what happens is that the experiences of 
women are not imderstood by men and the fault does not wholly lie here; the basic 
reason is that women do not find proper words at their disposal to explain their 
experiences. A woman caimot find the right words to get her experiences 
communicated in a comprehensible manner- the language and the words being man 
made, what she says passes through a mesh of a dominant world view of men, loses 
its clarity and ultimately significance. In this regard Aime Rente gives a very common 
and illustrating example in her article on muted group theory. She says that in the 
begirming it was very difficult for a woman to explain what we call sexual harassment 
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today. She had to paint the entire situation with illustrations and how it made her feel. 
Although at present this term is a part of general understanding but earlier if women 
had rejected the translations, illustrations, grammar and style, "men would not have 
assigned the problem validity (or even considered it a problem) because it would have 
been too foreign to their experiences and understanding" (Bente). One explanation to 
this issue can be that historically men have attained a higher position in the social 
hierarchy and they never felt the need of entering the women's world, so they did not 
find it necessary to understand the experiences of women. Besides it can be also said 
that men imintentionally partake in their dominance and act only as the society and 
culture have taught them. In a way it can be termed as a part of cultural conditioning. 
However the latter explanation has a weak base as it absolves men of their entire 
culpability. And as a imiversal phenomenon no dominant groups want to surrender 
their dominance and power unless they are made to realize and are convinced strongly 
that they ought to lay off their dominance for some logical and just reason. However, 
this is imlikely to happen as society would sense a turn of tables and imsettling of the 
status quo. Joarme Baer makes a more mature suggestion: 
Rather a more sensitive (a woman's word!) way to accomplish this equality 
could be achieved through research and implementation of new techniques 
that will enable both men and women to become equal partners in the 
creation and use of language. Once language has shifted and become more 
equal, the power shift will eventually happen. 
Although Muted Group Theory has given a kind of explanation if not a proper 
voice to the experiences of women and has made it possible for them to understand 
their status in a more logical and clear maimer but "it doesn't explain how to get 
around those situations" (Baer). Anne Bente too expresses an apprehension, "But how 
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does one go about encouraging the dominant group to accept a theory that will 
diminish their power and advantages for the sake of justice?" 
Dominance and Difference Theories 
An explanation to the variations in communication and language on the basis 
of gender is to some extent explained by the 'Dominance Theory' which has been 
explained by Pamela Fishman in Language and Sex: Difference and Dominance. She 
claims that the difference in power between women and men is the main cause of this 
variation in language and ultimately the mutedness of women. The discussion in the 
previous chapter of the role of power in the construction of the image of woman holds 
true to the voice of woman as well. Although it has relevance with relation to the two 
sexes but the practical validity is limited according to Shan Wareing who asserts that, 
"The strength of this explanation is particularly clear in some situations, such as 
business meetings, where women often report that they have difficulty in gaining the 
floor (i.e. the right to speak), that they are more often interrupted, and that their points 
are not taken as seriously as men's are" (71). Besides power relations do change with 
time, place and space, therefore socially constructed differences of language has more 
validity. However the importance of this theory in considering power as the reason 
holds ground as power ascribed to a particular sex does play a part in creating impact 
in speech and articulation of ideas. At the same time language also affects the power 
dynamics between men and women. 
Another theory which bases its argimient on the premise that it is due to the 
segregation at important stages of their lives that men and women develop their 
peculiar ways of communication, diction and syntax is Difference Theory illustrated 
by Deborah Taimen (1990, 1991). Shan Wareing says, "According to 'difference' 
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theory, playing in single sex groups as children, and having same sex friendships in 
adult life, leads men and women to have separate 'sub-cultures' each of which have 
their own 'sub-cultural norms', that is, rules for behaviour and in particular, talking" 
(71-72). However this difference may not be always there; "although Tarmen claims 
that men can also do 'rapport talk' and women may do 'report talk'" (Mills 135), it 
can be argued that this is not a general norm. Men and women do not necessarily 
belong to the homogenously and strictly demarcated linguistic communities. Cameron 
goes further and rejects this power based theory; she declares, "Power relations are 
constitutive of gender differentiation as we know it" (Cameron 438). 
No doubt both the sexes have their own little world and their own sub-cultures 
with their specific norms of behavior in general and speech in particular which can 
neither be understood nor learnt in its entirety by the other sex in ordinary conditions. 
Women have a world all their own which they haunt secretly since their early 
childhood (Cixous 876). Women have a different tone and way of talking when they 
commimicate within themselves which changes when it comes to interaction with 
men. Same holds true of men as well. The reason may be variation in their 
understanding and moreover their shared experiences and perceptions which has 
already been discussed in the Muted Group Theory. Still another view is that it 
depends on the discrimination in the upbringing of the children where bias is usually 
shown towards the male child. Girls are taught to be polite and submissive and boys 
are praised for being aggressive and active. Even the 'Difference Theory' appears to 
enhance an essentialist view about women when it says, women "desire from their 
relationships collaboration, intimacy, equality, understanding, support and approval. 
Men, on the other hand, allegedly place a greater premium on status and 
independence, and are less concerned about overt disagreement and inequality in their 
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relationships" (Wareing 72). Everything goes well until the social mixing of sexes at 
any level but "the rub comes when women and men try to communicate with one 
another: their different styles can lead to misunderstandings" (Wareing 72). Neither 
men nor women are a homogenized group in any manner nor have they same ways of 
thinking about their identity so such a general observation cannot be applied to all of 
them. The difference lies even within the sex in the form of culture, age difference, 
education, nationality, class, sexual orientation and regional and religious 
background. Sara Mills mentions such a work edited by Coates and Cameron (Women 
in Their Speech Communities 1988) where they have tried a specific analysis of the 
production of language by particular groups of women in particular communities at 
specific locations and times (138). The meanings of the words vary accordingly and 
thus even the meaning of the word 'woman' may be different for two different women 
who are different in any way, say in culture, nation, religion, colour etc. Thus the 
'Difference Theory' although explains the differences in language and 
commimication but lacks the pivot on which such a theory should be based. Sara 
Mills writes in this context: 
The one striking overall assessment which can be made of nearly all of the 
research done on language and gender differences is that the research is 
contradictory. The hypotheses are generally very clear, usually taking the 
format: 'in what way does women's use of such and such an element 
differ from men's use of the same element, when other variables are kept 
constant?' (137) 
She quotes several examples to prove her point and concludes: 
This is not to say that empirical research should be completely discarded but 
it does suggest that other factors than gender may be playing a role in the way 
that people behave linguistically. It also suggests that language and gender 
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research must move beyond the binary oppositions of male and female. 
(Mills 138) 
Actually with the advent of post structuralism and post modernism, the 
approaches towards almost all discourses took a big leap and became complex. The 
diversities in male-female relationship have imdergone remarkable changes rather the 
complexities about this relationship which were already there have been discovered, 
acknowledged and imderstood with time. "With such new findings, the researches on 
language and gender have become challenging in the context of great variety of 
positions in the language of men and women. Besides, even stereotypes about gender 
and language fluctuate with location, time, culture, race, age etc. In this regard, here is 
an interesting observation by Sara Mills: 
We are no longer able to make generalizations about the way women or men 
speak, nor are we able to assume that stereotypes work in the same way in all 
situations. Instead, we need a complex, finely tuned system of analysis which 
is sensitive to the specificities of the context and which can describe the way 
in which gender operates as a system. (151) 
Bing and Bergvall question the clear cut division between the speech of men and 
women. They argue that the line drawn between them is too imprecise to divide them 
into "only two" (2). They illustrate their viewpoint by drawing their attention to 
transsexual and transgender individuals, androgynes, hermaphrodites who cross the 
dividing wall between female and male (2). 
Whatever the criticism, the contribution of such theories in assisting to 
imderstand the issue of women's language and voice cannot be overlooked as these 
theories acted as a starting point of debate, thereby resulting in more comprehensive 
insights and criticism during yesteryears. Sara Mills notes: 
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This consciousness-raising research, which was very widely read by 
people outside academic circles, made a major impact on many 
women, forcing them to reflect on language use as an indicator of 
power relations and, indeed, encouraging them to make metalinguistic 
comments on language use. (134) 
She adds: 
Perhaps one of the most important aspects of this work is that women 
felt that they could comment on an interruption by a male interlocutor 
and, rather than dismissing such behaviour as solely due to the 
particular chauvinism of that individual, they could relate it to wider 
societal structures which made available to men privileged positions 
which it did not provide for women. (Mills 134-135) 
In the novels under study we have many female characters. The novels are 
rather all about their lives. Though there are male characters but it is the lives of 
women characters which find a larger space. Other than The Kite Runner by Khaled 
Hossieni, all the novels deal with the ordeals of theTemale voices. We have the 
touching familial stories of Mariam and Laila in A Thousand Splendid Suns, Shirin-
Gol's struggle in Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes To Weep, and Samira's 
identity crises in Samira and Samir. The exploitation of women and their day-to-day 
struggle is shown in its terrifying ordinariness. Their private sorrows and daily grind 
along with the patriarchal cultural set up confronts the reader with its starkness 
leaving behind many unanswered questions. There is a range of decibels of the female 
voice which has a lot of fluctuation. In a general sense it may be said that the women 
characters are muted or have a voice which is quite diffident and thus inaudible. They 
speak but their say has no value and is usually laughed at or go completely unheard. 
Although Samira has a strong voice but the important thing to be noted is that the case 
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is in her favour only when she Hves in the guise of a man. Once her sexual identity is 
revealed, she experiences sudden inaudibility. 
However, to say that there are only silent or voiceless female characters in the 
novels would be a gross inaccuracy as far as the technical aspect of this chapter is 
concerned. We have the female characters who have a strong voice and who resist 
throughout their life; rather almost all of them prove to be the strong at the end in 
their own ways although the ending nowhere seems satisfactory in terms of poetic 
justice. There is Mariam's death and Laila's waste of youth, there is Samira's 
renunciation; there is Sanaubar's painful ridicule and Shirin-Gol's defeat which leave 
a reader baffled with dissatisfaction. Nonetheless such endings add to the realistic 
element of the novels which, though fictitious in nature, mirror the social setup of 
Afghanistan. Any deviation fi-om such endings no doubt would have satisfied the 
readers but it would have rendered the novels artistically and technically inaccurate. 
However there are women like Azadine and Mariam who do not surrender throughout 
their lives. Mariam no doubt starts as a mute and weak lady but ends as a strong 
woman who releases Laila and Aziza from Rasheed's clutches by sacrificing her life. 
There is silencing, murmuring and grumbling as well as screaming and shouting on 
the part of the women in all the four novels imder study. The level of their articulation 
is directly influenced by Afghan culture where women, particularly the rural ones, 
have been deprived of her voice for centuries now. Both the Dominance and 
Difference theories can be used to explain linguistic behaviour of women in the 
novels. The difference in the power does play a part and the different ways girls and 
boys are brought up too accounts for the difference of voices. The position of woman 
in Afghanistan has been recorded in detail in chapter One of this thesis. 
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The Muted Voices 
In Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep there is a height of false 
morality as the women who are forced to spend night with a stranger for getting 
square daily meals encounters the pretentious show of hollow culture and cankered 
faith when they go to collect that meal. Such an instance comes to light at the very 
outset of the novel when Shirin-Gol's sister has to go to the Russian soldiers "with her 
lips painted red and eyes black" (Shakib 17). They are dragged into forced 
prostitution for the sake of two meals a day, for the sake of so called jihad and for a 
few rounds of arms and hand grenades which they later supply to their brothers 
fighting in the mountains. Another such instance in the novel is that of the 'girl-
woman' whom Shirin-Gol meets at the border and who tells her the way to feed 
herself and her family. She reveals that she sells her body to the Pakistani officials 
and other Afghan men on the border. "Men who have not had a woman's body for 
ages and whose mouths water when they see mine. By and large I earn enough, 
sometimes more than enough" (Shakib 59). This condition exposes the inner 
weakness of the Afghan people's resistance against Russian invasion and the failure 
of their attempt to save their coimtry and culture in the name of God and the Prophet. 
The condition further puts a question mark on the purpose of their fighting a war for 
the sake of religion at the cost of their women's honour. This irony fiirther deepens in 
relation to the earlier speech by Shirin's father who advocates fighting a holy war 
against the infidels to save the honour of their women. Even Shirin-Gol is forced into 
the flesh trade for the sake of her family when Morad meets with an accident and 
Shirin meets the smuggler chief for whom Morad is working. The 'kind' smuggler 
chief gives her money and good food and in retirni demands Shirin's body with the 
words, "You can try your luck out there like many of your compatriots. There are 
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plenty of my fellow countrymen in the bazaar who would take you in a flash" (Shakib 
90). She is left with no option as a refusal to his lustfiil demands means starvation for 
her children and her invalid husband and thus as Shakib writes, "Shirin-Gol let it 
happen" (90). Here the repression takes a new shape as until now it hadn't touched 
Shirin-Gol's sexuality. Her womanly body becomes her source of income as she can't 
escape the situation. It is the same woman whose ambition of becoming a doctor was 
not fiilfiUed in her childhood due to her early marriage and lack of educational 
environment. Her womanly pride and self respect get totally shattered and "even the 
knowledge that many himdreds and thousands of Afghan women have done the same 
is of no comfort to Shirin-Gol" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to 
Weep 91). 
Shirin-Gol's voice starts getting muted towards the end and she starts losing 
strength. As one moves to the concluding pages of the novel, this mutedness is felt. 
Shirin-Gol even tries to commit suicide once; her daughter Nafas sees, "Shirin Gol is 
lying on the floor with two red bracelets on each wrist. Blood-bracelets" (Shakib 
295). Siba Shakib hints at this mutedness when she refers Shirin-Gol again as "Shirin-
Gol cloth" (297) after she returns back from Iran. Shirin-Gol in fact starts wearing the 
burqa again which symbolizes the suppression of her voice. Siba Shakib hints at her 
mutedness by using the phrases like "blue, pleated cloth" (3), "living ghosts" (3), 
"Shirin-Gol cloth" (297) etc. All these addresses link her identity with a muted 
individual where she is treated like an object. About Shirin-Gol, Shakib writes: 
Shirin-Gol is neither happy nor unhappy about Morad's return. By now she is 
coining to terms by not being allowed to walk in the street and having to be 
veiled from head to foot. She has learned how to get around the Taleban's 
prohibition on women working, and to find food for herself and four children. 
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And now that Opium-Morad is with his family again, she will manage to feed 
him, too. (Shakib 288) 
Shirin-Gol reflects the novelist's voice when she says, "I learned that good 
and evil in people does not lie in whether they pray five times a day or cover their 
faces with cloths. . . . I learned that women are no less valuable than men, and that 
they can do all things that men do" (Shakib 44). In the mountains where she lives 
happily for sometime before the US drones bomb the village, she says, "We are all 
God's creations . . . and he loves us all. Women and men to the same degree" (126). 
She makes the other women of the village understand, "A bird needs two wings. The 
world is like a bird. It too needs two wings to fly. It needs women and men so that it 
doesn't come to a standstill (Shakib 126). However the best comes from her when she 
raises her voice in front of the Talib who comes for the hand of her daughter Noor-
Aftab. She questions: 
What has true Islam to do with I work or I don't? What do true Islam and 
peace in our homeland have to do with the fact that I am condemned to be 
locked within the four walls of my room? What does that have to do with 
anything at all? Who benefits, who is harmed whether or not our daughters go 
to school? What you are forbidding has nothing to do with Islam, or anything 
else. (Shakib 164) 
Shirin raises her voice against patriarchal version of Islam. Although 
distressed with a fractured voice most of the times, she speaks all the time. She says to 
the young Taleb, "You and your brothers in faith claim to be our leaders. We lay 
claim to answers" (Shakib 167). The only thing which weakens her is the sight of her 
helpless children who have to suffer the pangs of hunger due to poverty and lack of 
work. They don't have proper clothes over their bodies. Siba Shakib writes pitifully, 
"Their faded, thin fabric shirts, trousers and dresses flutter in the wind, whip against 
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their thin bodies" (105). When they have to escape from Kabul after Morad murders 
the three Pakistani policemen, "Shirin-Gol dies a thousand deaths at the sight of her 
children, who barely have life in their bodies. They have stopped whimpering, the 
only sound from them is the chattering of their teeth" (Shakib 105). In fact in all the 
four novels, the maternal love and passion has been treated as a part of sense of 
responsibility a human should have. Besides Shirin-Gol's love for children, there is 
Laila's love for Aziza and her son Zalmai, there is Nana's love for Mariam, and there 
is Mariam, who remains childless, who loves Aziza more than anything in her life. In 
fact, her maternal love which could never materialize for her own children finds 
expression in her sacrifice for Aziza. There is Daria's love for her Samira in Samira 
and Samir and there is Sanouber's love for her son Hassan in The Kite Runner. 
Although Sanouber's love for her son proves weak in front of the free woman living 
inside her but towards the end she comes back to him and dies happily with her 
family. The point to be noted is that the novelists have gone off the track in terms of 
post feministic treatment of maternal love in depicting the selflessnes of a mother for 
her children. 
Mariam's mother Nana becomes the victim of male ruthlessness when she is 
sexually exploited by Jalil to be later deported to an isolated ''kolbd" (Hosseini A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 3) in the outskirts of the city of Herat to give birth to an 
illegitimate daughter Mariam. Jalil visits them every Thursday and is deeply loved by 
Mariam who waits anxiously for the day of their meeting. Although Nana speaks ill of 
Jalil at his back but once in front of him, she smiles demurely. She waits until he 
leaves the kolba and once he is gone, she instigates Mariam, "The children of the 
strangers get ice cream. What do you get, Mariam? Stories of ice cream" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 6). Somewhere the novelist is hinting at Nana's weak inner 
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self which backpedals in front of Jalil. Nana is in a sense muted or at least indirect in 
her speech because she does not have courage to speak at Jalil's face. And once he is 
not there, she gives a vent to her anger with Mariam, "Rich man telling rich lies. He 
never took you to any tree. And don't let him charm you. He betrayed us, your 
beloved father. He cast us out. He cast us out of his big fancy house like we were 
nothing to him. He did it happily" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 5). Though 
Nana has a deep grudge for Jalil but she does not raise her voice and somehow her 
character substantiates the essentialist view of women's inferiority with no voice of 
her own. Even if she has a voice, it would not be understood by Jalil. Further, her own 
acceptance of her inferiority symbolized by her obsequiousness puts a question mark 
on the feminist notion of women's emancipation. Powerless is willing to surrender. 
However keeping Nana's condition in mind, one may understand her behaviour but 
Mariam's later struggle breaks this notion to a large extent. Moreover Nana teaches 
Mariam the same lesson of endurance and advises her every now and then to remain 
silent. In this context when Mullah FaizuUah suggests sending Mariam to school. 
Nana reacts that woman has only to learn a single skill in her life, "Only one skill. 
And it's this: tahamul. Endurance" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 17). She 
adds, "It's our lot in life, Mariam. Women like us. We endure. It's all we have" 
(Hosseini 18). No doubt Nana's words prove prophetic as Mariam endures a lot. From 
her humiliation at the hands of her parents to her marriage to a bully like Rasheed and 
her physical assauh by Rasheed and the Taliban; she endures everything silently till 
Rasheed's murder. More than that, as Marylin Herbert writes, "She is displaced by 
Laila as Rasheed's second wife and must endure the loss of status with all that it 
entails. The ultimate test of her endurance is waiting to be executed for the killing of 
Rasheed" (33). 
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Mullah FaizuUah, an old and conventional kind of man always supports 
Mariam in her efforts and his character reminds one of Samira's one-armed 
grandfather and Laila's father Hakeem. He is the only person whom Mariam trusts 
even after her mother's death. Unlike him, Nana is pessimistic or rather it can be said 
that she is over possessive about Mariam who does not value maternal love due to her 
blind and idealized faith in Jalil. In fact "Mariam wants a real father so badly that she 
creates Jalil in the image she would like him to be" (Herbert 54). Nana always lives 
under an unexpressed fear of losing Mariam and once the latter goes away she 
commits suicide in a fit of fear. 
When Jalil's sons come with the wheelbarrow every month, "filled with rice, 
floor, tea, sugar, cooking oil, tooth paste" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 13), 
she "yelled at the boys as she carried bags of rice inside, and called them names 
Mariam didn't understand. She cursed their mothers, made hateful faces at them" 
(Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 14). Her oddity can be attributed to her instinct 
of revenge for her treatment in the hands of Jalil and his wives who put the blame of 
promiscuity on her and absolve Jalil of the guilt. This happens due to Jalil's social 
status unlike that of Nana who is just an orphan at his mercy. Jalil too cannot do 
anything at this stage, though he shows some signs of remorse, as he himself is a tool 
in the hands of social machinery and thus turns a deaf ear to her pain. In her ovm way, 
Nana is right in her foible nature as she is an uneducated woamn who spends her 
whole life as a maid in Jalil's house "Until her belly began to swell" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 6). She has been marginalized severely by poverty and 
moreover by Jalil as a result of which she comes to terms with her inferior and 
powerless position and surrenders. Factors like gender, class poverty and orphanhood 
decide andexplain her lack of a voice in presence of Jalil. Mariam too proves to be 
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Nana's daughter to a large extent until she decides to take action against Rasheed to 
get rid of him. However one important thing to be kept in mind while analyzing her 
situation is that Mariam lives in Afghanistan where a woman has very few options 
other than to submit to her husband's demands and orders. Mariam's capital 
punishment later substantiates the view. 
Laila's school friends Hasina and Giti too are muted in the sense that they are 
not as lucky as Laila in having an audible voice. Although Hasina talks too much but 
once in front of her ill tempered father she turns silent. She feels helpless when she 
tells Laila that her ill-tempered father would almost certainly give her away. She tells 
Laila that ". . . it has been already decided that she would marry a first cousin who 
was twenty years older than her" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 104). 
However an exceptional character in the novel is Fariba who is able to dominate her 
husband Hakim, hi almost all the cases there are dominant husbands and recessive 
wives in the novel but this couple is an exception. Hosseini writes, "Laila knew the 
routine: Mammy, ferocious, indomitable, pacing and ranting; Babi, sitting, looking 
sheepish and dazed, nodding obediently, waiting for the storm to pass" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 98). What lends interest to their relation is that Hakim is 
unlike other men in the novel; he is a quiet, patient and well educated visionary. 
Samira lives in an illusionary world till she comes to know about her gender 
identity. After her discovery she is dumbstruck. She falls apart and as Shakib writes, 
"Samira moves her tongue, opens and closes her mouth. The words do not come out. 
Samira cannot hear the words she speaks. Samira says nothing. Remains mute. Mute. 
Mute" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 54). From this point in the novel, Siba Shakib 
emphasis her mutedness by the phrases like, "thinks Samira" (61), "Samira the mute 
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Stares at the ground, bites her lips" (66), "Samira the mute laughs" (78), "Samira the 
mute nodes" (78), "Samira the mute shakes her head" (78), "Samira the mute obeys" 
(80), "Samira the mute stays mute" (83) etc. Samira's loss of her voice is symbolic of 
her helplessness and victimisation in the hands of the phallogocentric Afghan tribal 
society. She feels that she has nothing to say; rather she has so much to say that she is 
unable to speak, "Samira the mute does not say a word. She does not say a word 
because a lifetime is not enough for all the words she would have to say if she could 
speak. She does not say a word because she does not know where the beginning and 
the end of her words are" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 57). The reason behind her 
mutedness is that, "she does not see the point of saying false words when she knows 
the truth. Truth is not truth and lie is not lie. What is the point of Samira speaking 
when the people think it is Samir who speaks? If she does not even know herself 
whether it is Samira who speaks or Samir" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 58). 
Towards the end of the novel Samira once again falls silent but for a shorter 
duration. Shakib writes, "Now you know my secret, says Samira, then falls silent" 
{Samira and Samir 245). She actually tries to get into the frame of patriarchal norms 
which define a woman within the limited parenthesis, by getting married to Bashir. 
Bashir acts as a typical representative of male mentality when he says, "1 will get 
woman's clothes for you, from now on you can let your hair grow long and weave it 
into plaits" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 245). As already discussed in the previous 
chapter, in most of the cultures a woman is supposed to grow long hair and not a man. 
The image of a beautifiil woman is always idealized as someone with long and 
flowing hair sometimes worn into plaits. Bashir reveals a typical male mindset when 
he says, "I am not your friend. I am going to be your husband and you will be my 
wife" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 245). Samira tries to suppress the free human being 
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living inside her rather she tries to suppress the free-thinking voice in her but it 
becomes tough as she has always been treated as a boy by her society. She has been 
doing all the supposedly male activities and it becomes next impossible for her to fit 
into the image of a woman. For the time being, she tries to live life according to the 
normative culture of the male female dichotomy. She tries to be as silent as one can 
be as she is time and again rebuked by Bashir for behaving like a man. 
She does not want to act like a man. She wants to stop being a man, she 
wants to be a woman. A real woman. Samira is silent in public, does not wear 
her gun over her shoulder, does not jump from the horse and does not swing 
on to the back of her stallion, waits for Bashir to help her to climb on to her 
horse and get back down again. (Shakib, Samira and Samir 277) 
However Samira fails to kill the man living inside her and once she sees the 
buzkashi game going on, she cannot stop herself though she wants to. 
She does not know why everything happens as it does. She does not 
intend to whistle through her teeth, to shove her heels into her 
stallion's sides, Samira does not intend to urge the stallion on. But she 
does. She charges off, crosses river. The water splashes high, and she 
dashes across the plain. (Shakib, Samira and Samir 274) 
Male and female behaviour and speech patterns (including silence) are based 
on their different sets of experiences. Ultimately she leaves Bashir with, "a thousand 
and one questions and not a single answer. Samira stays mute" (Shakib, Samira and 
Samir 279). Siba Shakib hints at a bright future for Samira in her dream of becoming 
a pilot. Though this dream cannot be taken in a literal sense yet one can anticipate the 
future to be free and bright. One can guess her optimistic and free mind which will 
never yield again to the cultural and patriarchal compulsions. 
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Although there is not any major female character in The Kite Runner yet there 
are echoes of repression of voice and the presence of female characters is felt through 
their suppressed voices. There is no direct suppression of female voice but there is 
ethnic discrimination in the novel which uhimately leads to the suppression of the 
voice of those groups who have a poor representation. Like the women of the other 
novels they are sidelined as effeminate and victimized in The Kite Runner. Their 
poverty and suppression can be attributed to many factors, chief among them being 
their poor economic conditions, their educational backwardness, their religious 
variations and their different descent. 
Afghanistan has a deeply demarcated ethnic culture wherein the ethnicity has 
always been one of the major factors behind war. Hassan and his father belong to the 
Hazara tribe of Afghanistan which is considered as the most ignorant and backward 
tribal group. They form around 9% of the total population and are mostly Shi'a 
Muslims, hi the novel they are called by the names like, ""mice-eating, flat-nosed, 
load-carrying donkeys" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 8). Amir reads from a book from 
his mother's shelf: 
. . . the Pashtuns, had persecuted and oppressed the Hazaraa. \X said the 
Hazaras had tried to rise against the Pashtuns in the nineteenth century, but 
the Pashtuns had "quelled them with unspeakable violence . . . [Pashtuns] had 
killed the Hazaras, driven them from their lands, burned their homes, and 
sold their women . . . the reason Pashtuns had oppressed the Hazaras was that 
Pashtuns were Sunni Muslims, while Hazaras were Shi'a. (Hosseini, The Kite 
Runner 8) 
The novel reveals their social position through the characters of Hassan and 
his father Ali who work as servants in Amir's house and never raise their voice 
against their masters out of their loyal nature. It is however not only their poverty and 
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backwardness that renders them voiceless but also their sense of loyalty and honesty. 
Quite interestingly Hassan later turns out to be Amir's step brother which further 
deepens the victimisation of the weak in the novel. 
In the relation between Hassan and Amir, there are a plenty of instances of 
ethnic colonization and mutedness of the slaves' voice. Amir always boasts of his 
superiority as a master and as a member of the dominant Pashtun group. Any mischief 
which is usually planned by Amir is ascribed to Hassan who never counteract, he 
rather always try to save his master from any rebuke from his father. One peculiar 
difference between the women of the novels concerned and Hassan is that the latter 
never complains and is happy in his submission to his master's will. However despite 
remaining quiet, after his death Hassan is able to effect a change in Amir and sets him 
on the path of redemption which may be explained in relation to the fact that Amir 
comes to know later that Hassan is his brother. He is quiet yet heard. While women, 
on the other hand, talk, complain, clamour and nag, they remain inaudible and their 
voice is like a 'white noise' as in the novels concerned there is no instance where a 
man undergoes attitudinal change towards women due to any woman's coaxing, 
insistence or fight. The irony is that Hassan is audible despite his silence and women 
remain inaudible despite speaking a lot because the patriarchal linguistic system 
provides no room for the legitimacy of their claims and experiences. 
Hassan's loyalty towards Amir reflects, at an objective level, the nature of 
Hazara tribe who are submissive and tolerant people living a hard yet simple life. 
Hassan's sacrifice and loyalty is the major theme of the novel and sets Amir on a path 
of redemption. It is this loyalty which makes Amir feels guilty conscious who later 
tries to make amends by adopting Hassan's son Sohrab. 
129 
There is a fleeting mention of Homaira who too belongs to the Hazara tribe. 
Rahim Khan narrates his love for Homaira to Amir; he says, "She was as beautiful as 
a pari, light brown hair, big hazel eyes . . . she had this laugh . . . I can still hear it 
sometimes" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 86). But in her case again she is silenced and 
sent away as Rahim Khan's father and other family members object to their marriage 
on the grounds of her poverty and ethnic inferiority. The voice of Homaira and her 
family remains muted in this case and Rahim Khan' family who belong to a higher 
social strata proves dominant as Rahim Khan says, "That same day, my father put 
Homaira and her family on a lorry and sent them off to Hazarajat. I never saw her 
again" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 86). Homaira is thus treated like an inanimate 
object whose say and strength of character is violently curbed by the dominant group. 
The Spirit of Female Friendship; Shared Experiences and Voice 
One thing which keeps the novels closely woven is the spirit of female 
friendship, human, rather woman kindness, and most importantly the hope in their 
eyes of a better and brighter future for their children. In Afghanistan Where God Only 
Comes to Weep Azadine- the woman doctor, Fawzi- the teacher, Malalai- the bold 
girl, Sahara- a widow and the "girl-woman" whom Shirin meets at the border are 
some of the women through whom Siba Shakib highlights the element of spirit of 
resistance, hope and female friendship into the novel. The only respite which a 
woman gets in the novel is in the company of some other woman. At many places in 
the novel, there are instances where women try to form a kind of undeclared bond to 
avoid collapse and to stand against all what comes their way. They try to form what 
Shirin-Gol calls "resistance" (Shakib, Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 
148). Hope is the only thing to which the women stick to throughout the novel. When 
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Shirin-Gol gets discoxiraged and regrets that she has nothing left and that everything 
has been snatched by war and poverty, the one of the women says, "Our hope . . . they 
cannot take our hope from us . . . Not as long as we stand together. Not as long as we 
help each other and other women. Not as long as we live and breathe" (Shakib, 
Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 286). These women believe in the unity 
of their sex and make all possible efforts to hold onto it even when the Taliban puts 
sanctions in place to avoid women meetings. At another place the village teacher says, 
"Women, whatever country they live in, whatever language they speak, whatever 
religion they have, must stick together and resist the oppression and the non sense that 
men spread" (Shakib, Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 286). When 
Shirin-Gol returns from Iran towards the end, "They help one another to find work. 
To earn money. To find a place where they and their children can live. They help 
other women to drag themselves and their children through life. This is resistance" 
(Shakib, Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 232). They assemble at 
Azadine's house, read, write and discuss their plans although the Taliban forbids it. 
They secretly go against Taliban verdicts which represent their resistance, unity and 
strength. Shirin-Gol finds a kind lady in the camp who gives her "a pot, a cup and 
some fat" (Shakib, Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 11) and when 
Shirin-Gol asks her why and how they can help one another, "Very simple, says the 
woman, very simple, we listen to them, that is all we do. And by doing that we help 
the other women, but we help ourselves as well" (Shakib, Afghanistan Where God 
Only Comes to Weep 11). Woman's experience is audible to other women. Another 
woman Bahara, "a neighbour, a friend, a kind soul, herself someone who needs help, 
herself someone who bears so much suffering in her breast that it threatens to burst on 
her, worthy of pity herself (Shakib, Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 
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97) helps Shirin when she is brutally raped by three Pakistani policemen. She "sits 
Shirin-Gol up, moistens her lips, drips water into her mouth, washes her face, her 
hands, her feet, cooks a pot of broth, cooks rice, feeds the children, puts a plate of 
food in front of Morad" (Afghanistan Where God Only Comes to Weep 97). 
Sisterhood and Same Sex Relationship 
In Samira and Samir there is a strong bond between Gol-Sar and Samira 
although for the former Samira is a man with whom she is going to marry. 
Nonetheless there are some instances in the novel where there is a hint of same sex 
relationship. At one place, "Samira does not notice that she puts her arm around Gol-
Sar and pulls her tight to her. The girl-man lays his hand on the hand of the girl-
woman's thigh. The girl-man and the girl-woman hold each other tight. Very tight" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 229). Samira once kisses Golsar and afterwards is baffled 
with her act as her conscience asks, "Was it Samira who nearly kissed her? Or was it 
Samir? . . . For you are Samir, a young man, so you may not come too close to Golsar. 
But we both know that you are Samira, a young woman, so you may not come closer 
to the brother" (Samira and Samir 199-200). Although Samira cannot imderstand her 
mildly lesbian attraction towards Golsar but when the latter places her hand on hers, 
"she does like it, and it is warm and pleasant" (156). At another encounter with the 
girl prostitute, Samira's urge for her own sex confuses her; "the only thought that has 
room in her head is the question of how it can be that she liked what she saw" (Samira 
and Samir 152). As already mentioned in the previous chapter, all this may be due to 
her bringing up as a boy and the 'Samir' in her feels attracted towards Golsar and the 
Samira towards Bashir. Her care for Gol-Sar puts a question mark on the norms of 
heterosexual world and the novelist's intention gets almost clear that she may be 
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questioning the essentialist view of sexual relations. The novelist may even be hinting 
that the sexual orientation has nothing to do with the sex one is bom with and it all 
depends on how an individual grows up. It can also be estimated that she is 
questioning the most accepted heterosexual social setup of this imiverse in general 
and that of Afghanistan in particular. However one more convincing explanation to 
the case can be that Samira finds a female friend in Gol-Sar. Samira who can neither 
find fiiends in men nor in women finds solace in both Bashir and Gol-Sar. In real life, 
a person sometimes feels sexually attracted to the other person in whom he finds a 
good friend. Actually such a relationship here is not to be taken entirely in terms of 
sexuality, emotions rather play a more significant role. Whatever the case is, Samira 
does find a good fiiend and companion in Gol-Sar with whom she brings a revolution 
of its own kind in the field of woman education by motivating commander Rasheed to 
permit them to open a school for women. In fact Samira puts this as a precondition 
when he asks her to marry Gol-Sar. On Gol-Sar's part, she was already well versed in 
reading and writing as she has learned it fi-om Bashir secretly. Later after their 
marriage, Samira advises her not to abandon teaching girls even if Samira is not there 
and the result is that after Samir's death, Gol-Sar takes a pledge to revere the memory 
of her husband and continues teaching in the village. 
Mariam finds in Laila a person with whom she gives a vent off to her anger 
soon after the latter's marriage with Rasheed. She directs her anger against Rasheed 
directs towards Laila. Mariam rebukes Laila, "You may be a malika and me a dehati, 
but I won't take orders fi-om you. You can complain to him and he can slit my throat, 
but I won't do it. Do you hear me? I won't be your servant" (Hosseini, A Thousand 
Splendid Suns 202). However with time this anger recedes and Mariam finds a strange 
thing happening. "To her surprise, Mariam found herself pitying the girl" (Hosseini 
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214). From here the female bond starts growing as Hosseini writes, "An unguarded, 
knowing look. And in this fleeting, wordless exchange with Mariam, Lai la knew that 
they were not enemies any longer" (A Thousand Splendid Suns 224). What gives 
strength to their bond is their common oppressor Rasheed who after sometime starts 
abusing and kicking Laila as well. Another important reason of this bond is Aziza 
who is exceptionally fond of Mariam and clings to her legs quite often. After 
Mariam's death when Laila and Tariq return to Kabul, they start a new life and devote 
most of their time in the maintenance of the orphanage which earlier ran under Zaman 
and where Aziza was delivered due to poverty. However the bond between them 
continues and Laila continues to live for the sake of Mariam's memory "who is never 
more than a breath or two below her consciousness" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns 363). Laila's always feels Mariam's presence around her; Hosseini writes: 
Mariam is never very far. She is here, in these walls they've repainted, in the 
trees they've planted, in the blankets that keep the children warm, in these 
pillows and books and pencils. She is in the children's laughter. She is in the 
verses Aziza recites and in the prayers she mutters when she bows westward. 
But, mostly, Mariam is in Laila's own heart, where she shines with the 
bursting radiance of a thousand suns. (A Thousand Splendid Suns 366) 
The bond is everlasting as Laila is pregnant and they play the naming game, 
"But the game involves only the male names. Because, if it's a girl, Laila has already 
named her" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 3 67). 
Shirin-Gol lends voice to Abina who lives in close rapport with her. "It is clear 
to Abina that Shirin-Gol is consecrated, a saint, sent by God. Abina spends every 
minute she can spare with Shirin-Gol, watching her, listening to her every word, 
memorising everything, copying her every movement, asking a thousand and one 
questions" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 118). She follows 
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Shirin's lectures that woman is in no way inferior to man. She learns that the Quran 
gives equal rights to both the sexes. As a result she turns out to be a liberated lady and 
starts questioning the dominance of her husband whose response echoes the response 
of all men, "I am afraid of you" (Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 119). 
Morad's saying, "Men do not want wives who are cleverer than they are" (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 41) substantiates such an insecurity felt 
by men in the novel. Men are no doubt afraid of liberated women and in a fit of 
insecurity call her by all possible bad names. When Morad comes to know that Shirin 
goes to school, he comes out with his ideas rather the general ideas prevalent in the 
Afghan social set-up and says, "People say those girls do not respect their husbands. 
People say girls who have been to school are not to be trusted (Shakib, Afghanistan, 
Where God Only Comes to Weep 41). He speaks here a general truth about men who 
generally cannot tolerate a more intelligent wife. Only the body is desired in the 
woman and her brain is desired to be deftmct or redundant. At another place an 
imeducated woman shows the same spirit, "We are under the thumb of our husbands, 
we are afraid of them" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 286). 
A strong impression of education is present in all the novels. There are hints that 
women by getting educated and by attending school may learn how to speak in a 
voice that is audible and acceptable challenging the dominance of men. 
The Voices Heard 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep starts with the birth of Shirin-
Gol and ends with a white-headed grandmother "Bibi-Shirin" (Shakib 306). However 
the most important thing the novel highlights is the courage, and resilience with which 
Shirin Gol, the protagonist lives against all odds and comes out at the end as Shakib 
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writes, "Shirin-Gol is like a tree. Like a powerful, slender poplar that withstands the 
strongest winds and storms, seeing everything, understanding everything, knowing 
everything and passing everything on" (Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 
7). Another noteworthy feature in Shirin's character is her sense of self respect and a 
strong voice. She neither keeps quiet nor submits without struggle once she grows up, 
although in her childhood she is usually tossed on her head by her mother for her 
talkative nature. However the tyrannical war, the fundamentalist Taliban, the 
patriarchal society and culture of Afghanistan and gender discrimination prove to be 
too strong for her which make her lose the hope of a better future for her children. An 
important aspect of the novel is that Shirin-Gol is not shown in direct confrontation 
with the Russians. Moreover Shakib seems to be biased in portraying an idealized 
picture of the Americans who have been shown generous, liberated and polite unlike 
the Taliban. 
Shirin like all the mothers of the world want to give her children a better and 
prosperous life. Shakib vmtes, "She wants them to have a good life, to know neither 
hunger nor fear, their eyes should not have to see war, their ears should not hear 
explosions . . . she would like them to learn and one day serve their homeland, rebuilt 
the coimtry, guide it into a happy future and make their mother and father proud" 
{Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 81-82). Shirin-Gol hopes that a day 
will come when everything in her life will be well and there wdll be plenty of food 
around with all peace and calm. 
She dreams the plastic tents are not tents and are not made of plastic. They 
are mud huts. And she dreams the shit and piss are not shit and piss. Instead, 
at every comer of the camp there are little stands with opulent displays of 
fruit, meat and rice, anyone can help themselves, as often and as much as 
they like. (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 86) 
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At the village, she tells Azadine the reason behind her plan to go to Iran; the 
reason being the future of her children. She says: 
My children have peace and quiet, but what will become of them? Tomorrow 
they'll be grown and they'll have to start a life of their own. What will they 
do? What will they live on? My daughters cannot go to school and learn a 
profession. My sons go to school, but every other day the teacher doesn't turn 
up because he has to work somewhere else to earn money. (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 150) 
Throughout the novel there is a lot of repression of Shirin's voice. However 
none can deny her success at various levels at various stages of her life. When the war 
compels her family to migrate to Kabul, she finds herself burdened with enormous 
tasks at a tender age. She realizes that "she is still a child, and that children's lives 
involve lots of things of which she has been completely unaware" (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 34). She is however a bold girl and like 
Samira, dreams high. She starts going to school although reluctantly in the beginning 
and "stands in front of the class and sings a song with her beautiful, deep, full, soft 
voice, and the other girls and boys clap" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep 34). She has confidence in herself, she sees and learns everything 
quickly and wants to become a doctor to help and serve her country (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 45). Morad acknowledges with her 
strength and hope, when she says, "You can depend on me. Now and for ever" 
(Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 47). Later as a wife she does 
not remain silent; she always questions Morad about his earnings. She asks "What are 
we going to live on?" (Shakib 42) and to which Morad replies, "That's not a question 
a woman should ask her husband . . . " (42). Throughout the novel Morad follows her 
decisions and does what she says him to do. For instance when the condition in Iran 
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changes and when they are no more welcomed, she plans to return back to her 
homeland, "Let's go on and see what happens" (Shakib 196). When she is rebuked by 
the Afghan in charge in the refugee camp that she is the responsibility of her twin 
brothers and that she should not raise her voice, she scolds her Cheeky-twin, " . . . but 
I can see, I can speak, I can answer, I can ask questions and I'll beat you if I have to" 
(Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 73-74). 
There is one such character in the novel that is quiet conscious rather the most 
conscious about her being a woman. She is Azadine whom Shirin-Gol meets in a 
village where they live before migrating to Iran. Azadine knows how to live as a 
woman in a male dominated society, in fact she is the strongest woman created by the 
novelist who lives all alone in an independent manner and " . . . most people respect 
and honour her, despite she is a woman" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep 142). She is in fact a picture of a woman which Shirin wants to be. In 
a way Shirin finds her ovm self in Azadine which was denied to her as in her 
childhood Shirin too wanted to become a doctor. Even if the men around Azadine do 
not want to respect her, they respect her due to some unexplained undertone as Siba 
Shakib gives an instance of the mullah of the village who, "[h]owever much contempt 
he tries to put in his voice, that respect is always there. And the mullah does not have 
the slightest notion where that unintended, respectful undertone comes from" (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 143). Azadine represents a strong 
female voice in the novel though towards the end she too "is caught... the Taliban 
put her in prison" (Shakib 293). Her arrest reflects that whatever may happen, the 
ultimate end of an Afghan woman under the Taliban rule is defeat. Nonetheless, there 
are many such instances where she emerges out as victorious. At one place she 
advises Shirin-Gol, "We have to stop living our lives according to what other people 
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say" (Shakib 145). At another place she gives the other women her strong reason for 
remaining unmarried. She says: 
Because I do not need a man, she says. Because I earn my own money. 
Because I walk alone in the street. Because I do not want anyone who thinks 
he owns me. Because I do my own shopping. Because 1 alone decide when I 
go to sleep, when 1 work, whether I work or sleep at all. Because 1 can decide 
myself when 1 eat or whether 1 want to eat at all. And because I am happier 
on my own. (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 146) 
Shirin-Gol finds the reflection of her unfulfilled dreams in Azadine and there 
grows a close kinship between the two. When Azadine meets her for the first time, 
"She takes Shirin-Gol's hand, shakes it firmly, pulls Shirin-Gol to her and embraces 
her like a fiiend. The two women don't say a word. They just hold each other in their 
arms. They both swallow back their tears. Like two sisters embracing" (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 144). Later on Shirin works at 
Azadine's clinic and teaches the children of the village on Azadine's suggestion. They 
"set up a school for the girls in the village, so that in times to come there will be 
women doctors, midwives and women teachers" (Shakib 156). 
In A Thousand Splendid Suns, there is another such character that shows the 
strength of a woman particularly towards the end of the novel. The story revolves 
around two women who are brought together due to war and are married to a single 
man who throughout his life victimizes and agonizes them to all possible extents. 
Marilyn Herbert writes, "However, the novel is not simply about the violence inflicted 
on both the women. It is about the relationship they establish with each other despite 
the context of violence in their lives" (10). The two women are muted until the two 
thirds of the novel. There is a gradual shift in their stance once they establish and 
develop affinity. Their mutedness is due to their non alignment with one another and 
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due to the fact that none of them has a shoulder to take support from. Mariam's 
mother is dead and her illegitimate father is not ready to accept her and Laila's 
parents are no more after a bomb devastates in their house. Besides war, patriarchal 
social set up, the Taliban and the Mujahidin also play their cruel part in their 
silencing. Again like what happens in Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes To Weep 
and Samira and Samir, the female friendship and collaboration play a significant role 
in letting them articulate their voice which was strangulated by Rasheed. Marilyn 
Herbert writes, "The emerging female bond forms the optimistic nature of the story 
and is the book's foundation" (10). They too form the bonds of female friendship like 
Samira and Golsar, Azadine and Shrin-Gol, Shirin-Gol and Abina and this gives them 
courage to act and speak. What one notes is the understanding between Mariam and 
Laila which results in their escape from Kabul; though only death brings solace to the 
former. 
Mariam starts as a five year old girl, what Nana calls in a fit of disgust, "An 
heirloom-breaking, clumsy little haramf (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 4) and 
ends her life "as a friend, a companion, a guardian. A mother. A person of 
consequence at last.. . This was a legitimate end to a life of illegitimate beginnings" 
(Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 329). hi the first half of the novel she is pittied 
against all kinds of odds, first in the form of her mother's taunts, then the callous 
attitude of her father and finally the abusive relationship with her husband. The war 
and the Taliban aggression add to her woes. In her encovmter with her father whose 
image she had idealized, she feels dejected and heart-broken particularly after her 
mother's suicide. In a fit of utter dejection she tells Jalil, "I used to worship you" 
(Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 50). When she is brought back to Jalil's house 
in an abject state, Hosseini writes, "Two days before- when Mariam could think of 
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nothing in the world she wanted more than to walk in this garden with Jalil- felt like 
another lifetime" (A Thousand Splendid Suns 36). After her mother's death, Mariam 
loses interest in her life and turns mute. Her mutedness at this stage symbolizes her 
gloominess and disappointment from her father. She does not speak to anyone in 
Jalil's house and always keeps her head down. She is talked to by the members of 
Jalil's family but she remains silent, "She lay in bed looking at the sky, listening to 
the footsteps below, the voices muffled by the walls and the sheets of rain punishing 
the window" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 39). When told about her marriage 
with Rasheed who is three times older than her, she accepts the proposal with the least 
reluctance, "I don't want this. Don't make me" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 
44). After her marriage everything goes well till there is a cycle of miscarriages which 
turns the world upside down for her and Rasheed starts showing his true colours. 
She lived in fear of his shifting moods, his volatile temperament, his 
insistence on steering even mundane exchanges down a confrontational path 
that, on occasions he would resolve with punches, slaps, kicks, and 
sometimes try to make amends for with polluted apologies and sometimes 
not. (Hosseini,^ Thousand Splendid Suns 89) 
She turns quiet and tolerates all the abuses and excesses by Rasheed. Her 
voice is strangulated and she does not try to open her mouth as any word from her 
instigates Rasheed to a lethal extent. The wickedness continues; once, "He shoved 
two fingers into her mouth and pried it open, then forced the cold, hard pebbles into it. 
Mariam struggled against him, mumbling, but he kept pushing the pebbles in, his 
upper lip curled in a sneer" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 94). Mariam 
tolerates and keeps quiet even when Rasheed makes fim of her in front of Laila. He 
says: 
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She is quiet. A blessing, really, because, wallah, if a person hasn't got much 
to say she might as well be stingy with words. We are city people, you and I, 
but she is a dehati. A village girl. Not even a village girl. No. she grew up in 
a kolba made of mud outside the village. Her father put her there. Have you 
told her that you are a haramH (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 199) 
The important difference between Laila and Mariam lies in the fact that the 
former does not tolerate Rasheed's beatings and abuses silently. Laila initially proves 
to be a stronger woman with a strong voice than Mariam. She retorts back every time 
she is scolded by her husband imlike Mariam who has become accustomed to this 
daily exercise of beatings with kicks and punches. When Rasheed asks about Tariq's 
visits, she hits back, "You duped me. You lied to me" (Hosseini, A Thousand 
Splendid Suns 300). Gritting her teeth she adds crossly, "You had that man sit across 
from me and . . . You knew I would leave if I thought he was alive" (Hossieni, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 300). Though she too is beaten by Rasheed but she never 
submits passively and strikes back. At one point, "Laila ducked and managed to land 
a punch across his ear, which made him spit a curse and pursue her even more 
relentlessly" (A Thousand Splendid Suns 308). At last just before Rasheed's death, 
when he is just bearing down on Mariam, Mariam sees 
. . . Laila behind him pick something up from the ground. She watched 
Laila's hand rise overhead, hold, then coming swooping down against the 
side of his face. Glass shattered. The jagged remains of the drinking glass 
rained down on the ground. There was blood on Laila's hands, blood flowing 
from the open gash on Rasheed's cheek, blood down his neck, on his shirt. 
(Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 310) 
In Mariam's case, endurance and patience reaches its brim and overflows in 
Rasheed's death. She expresses her full anger at the end and this expression saves 
Laila from Rasheed forever. And in her killing Rasheed, "it occurred to her that this 
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was the first time that she was deciding the course of her own life" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 311). With this strike Mariam comes out of her mutedness in 
a bold and decisive maimer. This episode restores her lost confidence and for the time 
being she proves to be stronger than Laila and says quiet calmly, "There is a way . . . 1 
just have to find it" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 315). Unlike Laila who is 
baffled and trembling with the thoughts of future course of action, Mariam proves 
more confident and sane. However, the volcano of anger bursts out of her not for her 
own sake but for the sake of Laila as she is ready to be killed by Rasheed provided he 
spares Laila's life. Thus towards the ending, the novel is sealed by Hosseini with 
strong stamp of female unity and camaraderie when he writes, "Had Mariam been 
certain that he would be satisfied with shooting only her, that there was a chance he 
would spare Laila, she might have dropped the shovel. But in Rasheed's eyes she saw 
murder for them both" (A Thousand Splendid Suns 3 \\). 
One note worthy thing in the novel which may be related to the voice of 
women is the use of burqa by Mariam and Laila. The use of this garment at different 
stages of their life has different meanings. Although the use of burqa symbolizes the 
suppression of voice in Shakib and it has been demonized in the West as a wicked 
weapon of female subordination, A Thousand Splendid Suns projects a rarely 
represented counter view. Jessie M. Nixon writes, "[Hosseini] breaks down the 
stereotype of the burqa as an oppressive garment by creating two female characters 
who both initially equate the burqa with comfort" (15). In the beginning even though 
they are forced to wear the burqa because Rasheed, believes that "a woman's face is 
her husband's business only" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 63), both Laila 
and Mariam are relieved by the secrecy and privacy provided by the burqa. When 
Rasheed brings Mariam a burqa for the first time: 
143 
Rasheed had to help her put it on. The padded headpiece felt tight and heavy 
on her skull, and it was strange seeing the world through a mesh screen. She 
practiced walking around her room in it and kept stepping on the hem and 
stumbling. The loss of peripheral vision was unnerving, and she did not like 
the suffocating way the pleated cloth kept pressing against her mouth. 
(Hosseini,v4 Thousand Splendid Suns 65) 
A similar situation arises in Laila's case later when she is made to wear burqa for the 
first time, "Her eyes were still adjusting to the limited, gridlike visibility of the burqa, 
her feet still stumbling over the hem. She walked in perpetual fear of tripping and 
falling, of breaking an ankle stepping into a pothole" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns 208). Thus on one hand Laila finds comfort in the way the burqa offers her a 
safe haven fi-om her affluent past and on the other Mariam, "learned to her surprise, 
[that burqa] was also comforting. It was like a one way window. Inside it, she was an 
observer, buffered fi-om the scrutinizing eyes of strangers. She no longer worried that 
people knew, with a single glance, all the shameful secrets of her past" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 66). Jessie M. Nixon writes: 
While most representations of Afghan women suggest that the burqa silences 
women's voices and strips them of agency, Mariam uses the veil to shut out 
the voices of her harshest critics: her fellow citizens who disapprove of her 
mother's lifestyle. Mariam shuts herself out of the world by confining herself 
to the world created by her husband in both the burqa and in the home. 
Through escape and denial, Mariam finds the power to silence others. (16) 
Mariam alienates herself from the external world with the help of burqa and thus finds 
a kind of power in it in silencing her critics. Laila who has been the daughter of a 
highly educated progressive Afghan family is consoled with the use of burqa knowing 
that "She wouldn't be recognized this way if she ran into an old acquaintance of hers. 
She wouldn't have to watch the surprise in their eyes, or the pity or the glee, at how 
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far she had fallen, at how her lofty aspirations had been dashed" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 208). 
Mariam sacrifices her life in exchange for Laila's liberation in consequence of 
her self-determined action of killing Rasheed in the nick of time when he was about to 
kill Laila. The novelist's intention is no doubt to make his readers understand the 
strength in Mariam's character and he succeeds in doing it to a great extent. However 
the idea that her liberation fi"om an abusive husband is only possible with her own 
death is not convincing as it leaves little room for the liberation of woman in a real 
sense since the end result death is a gross failure. In this regard Jessie M. Nixon 
writes, "Mariam's death suggests that Afghan women can only be freed from abusive 
and oppressive powers by taking extreme measures—^not by changing the world 
around them, but by escaping the world altogether" (25). Unlike Mariam, Laila has a 
highly mannered and open upbringing. She is the daughter of a university educated 
man Hakim and an outspoken Fariba. She has everything that is needed for a happy 
and blissful life. Though her mother is more loving towards her brothers, her father 
proves to be a real support for her. Hakeem proves to be a man like Mullah Faizullah 
and believes in woman's education. He says to Laila: 
. . . / want you to understand and learn this now . . . Marriage can wait, 
education cannot. You're a very, very bright girl Truly you are. You can be 
anything you want, Laila. I know this about you. And I also know that when 
this war is over, Afghanistan is going to need you as much as its men, maybe 
even more. Because a society has no chance of success if its women are 
uneducated, Laila. No chance. (Hosseini, yi Thousand Splendid Suns 103) 
Laila's mother is conscious that she had not been a good mother to her 
daughter at all but she is herself too weak to stand against her own self in particular 
and the son ridden culture of Afghanistan in general. Unlike her father who says, "But 
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I'm glad I have you. Every day, I thank God for you. Every single day" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 135), her mother always remains engulfed in the thoughts of 
her martyred sons. The walls of her room remain ". . . covered with the pictures of 
Ahmad and Noor. Everywhere Laila looked, two strangers smiled back" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 109). Laila is however quite fortunate to have teachers like 
Shanzai who was a staunch follower of the Soviet thought. "She did not cover and 
forbade the female students from doing it, she said women and men were equal in 
every way and there was no reason women should cover if men didn't" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 101). Later on, it is the tragedy struck by the war which 
leads to her parents' death and ultimately her marriage with Rasheed. However, it is 
important to note that Laila is not ready to marry him even when she comes to know 
that she is pregnant by Tariq. Even at this stage of life, she does not lose her strength 
and thinks of a union with Tariq. Later on it is Rasheed's villainous trap about Tariq's 
death which prompts her to marry him. Besides war too plays a part, as an escape 
from Rasheed's hands means landing into some more imseen serious trouble. 
In Samira and Samir though we have a female protagonist but she lives in the 
guise of a man for most of the period of her life. The novel traces the journey of a girl 
from her childhood where she is treated by her father as a boy under the strong 
cultural influence to a mature lady where she gets conscious about her sexual identity. 
To study the female voice in her case thus becomes a tough yet interesting task. 
Samira's mother Daria lives under the command of her husband throughout the novel 
but she is lucky enough to have a patient husband in the Commander. Although she is 
rarely rebuked by her husband but the cruel patriarchy subsides her voice and it is the 
sway of her husband which reigns. Daria raise her voice sometimes but every time she 
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regrets as Shakib writes, "Dana hisses her words like a snake. She has hardly spoken 
them, when she already regrets it" (Samira and Samir 1). She does not believe in the 
holy power of the rock to which the commander ascribes all his strength and wisdom. 
She laughs at the other people who believe, "The spirits of all these dead come to him 
on his rock, speak to him and tell him all that they see and know" (Shakib, Samira 
and Samir 16). Daria however is not too mute to say, ". . . the commander is neither 
blessed nor do the dead speak to him" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 16). To the 
commander she says, "How can it be that a stone, a dead rock, has so much power 
over you" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 31)? At another place she talks to her newly 
bom daughter, "Now that I have you . . . what do I care for the people and the things 
they say? What do I care for the rock? Let him go to his rock as often as he will" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 19). Later her act of making love with the commander on 
the rock symbolizes her love for her child and her way of breaking the male 
domination which is symbolized by the rock. Another instance of her boldness comes 
to light when "Daria the warrior. Daria the victor" (Shakib 33) hits back at her 
husband, who falls silent, " . . . a real boy must start early. A real boy" (Shakib, 
Samira and Samir 29). Likewise, she imderstands that the foreign interference in the 
internal affairs of their country on the pretext of bringing freedom will not do any 
good; rather, it will push them back to an era of violence and darkness. She shows her 
intelligence when commenting on the war, she says, "I thought we did not want any 
foreigners in our homeland" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 83). Daria understands 
whatever happens around her and does speak her mind but caimot be audible as she is 
a woman. 
Once Daria meets Bibi-jan, she gets courage to motivate her husband to take 
Samira to the rock. She herself is ". . . amazed at the courage in her voice" and even 
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the astonished commander ". . . does not ask or say anything else. He squats besides 
her and throws stones into the water" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 34). Bibi-jan 
symbolizes female strength and confidence. Although the commander rebukes her 
later but she is not quiet at all and questions his bravery, "Victory over a woman is not 
a hero's victory. Victory over a woman is a coward's victory. Battle with a woman is 
a battle without decency or dignity" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 34-35). 
It is her father's death which lends Samira her voice back. This episode has a 
symbolic significance as now that her father is no more, she has to take the charge of 
her mother's life. Samira knows the fact well that, in case she remains silent anymore, 
the lustful men will, as a woman puts it, "come, will want you, and there will be war 
between our men and the others" {Samira and Samir 96). The height of religious 
hypocrisy comes to light when the oldest of the villagers expresses his desire for 
Daria. He says, "I have been alone for many summers and winters. It will please God 
if I take them {Samira and Samir 96). 
When she sees her father's dead body: 
Samira screams mutely. Draws her breath. Opens her mouth again. Again not 
a sound comes from her throat. The taste of blood comes to her mouth. 
Samira the mute screams. Samira fall, stays on the ground, creeps like an 
animal that has been hit by a bullet, creeps over to her mother, lies at her feet, 
claws the mother skirt, pulls her mother down to her, stares into her mother's 
eyes that are filled with grief, opens her mouth, says, blood has been spilt 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 88-89). 
On one hand she loses her father and on the other she regains her voice and therefore 
her coiu-age. She stands like a wall between Olfat and his sons, who have an eye on 
her mother. Before it was due to her father that she lived like a man but now she is 
forced to by the circumstances as her mother needs a protector. When asked about 
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their fiiture plan of action she says she will decide, "When the right time for a 
decision has come . . . In a voice that is clear and distinct. Full of courage. Full of 
confidence in herself (Shakib, Samira and Samir 96-97). She chooses her father's 
boots, his dagger, and the whip from the bundle which her father gave her earlier. 
Samira gives the brightly coloured dress to her mother; this act symbolizes her 
decision to continue living as Samir. She bums her mother's old dress and "with it 
bums all sins, all guilt" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 219). 
Education gives her more strength and confidence in herself In fact it was her 
one-armed grandfather who introduces her to education. During her school hours, she 
speaks a lot unlike Bashir who is an introvert and remains quiet. In fact it is she who 
makes a real man out of Bashir. It is Samira whom Bashir follows, "Samira says, 
Bashir do this and he does it, she says, do that, and he does that" (Shakib, Samira and 
Samir 174). It is, ironically, Samira who teaches Bashir how to live like a man. 
However the point to be noted is that it is her gender that gives power to her voice. As 
she is a man in Bashir's eyes so he follows her blindly. It would have been interesting 
to note Bashir's reaction to Samira's secret at this stage of their relationship. The 
ironical height comes towards the end when Bashir tries to tame her after her secret is 
revealed. 
Although in the tight grip of the male dominated culture, Samira comes out as 
a winner at the end and the reader anticipates a bright fiiture for her as predicted in the 
words of her grandfather addressed to the dal-seller' "He will not stay in this little 
village until he is an old, like you and me, he will go out into the big wide world and 
make his way in life. Nothing and no one will hold him back" (Samira and Samir 
215). She faces a lot of hardships after her father's death: her mother Daria is raped, 
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they lose their tent and tribe, they have to beg for money, but she comes out as a 
winner at every step of the Ufe. All this is done by her in the guise of a man which she 
considered problematic in the past. After the death of her father there are some 
chances of her coming out of the enforced gender but she knows that she needs a 
strong voice which can be had only in the guise of a man. She knows that if she 
reveals her secret at this juncture, she along with her mother would be in trouble and 
become a subject of victimization. It can be said that the deceit on the part of the 
culture comes as a blessing in disguise towards her empowerment as she uses the 
same stone which is used against her to reiterate with a strong and audible voice of 
her own. 
Another important character in the novel is Gol-Sar who although silent in 
front of her father talks a lot and talks sense when she is with Samira (for her Samir). 
She represents modernity and knows how to read and write and express her views. 
She tells Samir, "You must know that girls imderstand much more than you men 
think" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 158). A imiversal truth comes out of her mouth 
when she says to her Samir: 
We have no responsibility, we do Nothing. And one day, when some man 
comes along and marries us, we have children and again we do nothing, again 
we have no responsibility . . . Do you think it is easy to see my brother being 
able to do whatever he wants? He does Everything. Yet I am allowed to do 
Nothing. (Shakib, Samira and Samir 160) 
In fact she is the only character besides Samira who questions male hegemony and the 
inferior position of women in the novel. Although her way of resistance is quite 
different from Samira's and it hardly has any impact, yet her speech puts a more 
philosophical and weighty question marks on the position of women. Her realization 
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about the containment of her sex's voice breaks the stereotype that a typical so called 
angel within the four walls of a house lacks awareness over such crucial matters. She 
believes, "We are beautiful. Nothing more. Until the day when a man comes and takes 
us as his wife. After that we are not beautiful any more" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 
160). She speaks for the entire womanhood when she tells Samira, "You don't know 
how much I can think . . . It is possible that I can think more than you can imagine" 
(Shakib, Samira and Samir 161). 
Though The Kite Runner revolves around Amir and Hassan, there are some 
minor women characters which make their presence felt. Hassan's mother Sanauber 
who "ran off with a clan of traveling singers and dancers" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 
6), represents a free woman who does not submit to her parents' will in her forced 
marriage to Ali. About their incompatibility in marriage, Hosseini writes, "While 
Sanauber's brilliant green eyes and impish face had, rumour has it, tempted countless 
men into sin, Ali had a congenital paralysis of his lower facial muscles, a condition 
that rendered him unable to smile and left him perpetually grim-faced" (The Kite 
Runner 7). Although her sexual exploits with a lot of men caimot be justified at least 
within the strict morals of the Afghan set up as portrayed in the novel, she no doubt 
represents a female voice who denies cutting down to the definition of the woman of 
her society. She makes her voice heard although she does not strictly abide by the 
Afghan moral code. When she leaves Ali and her son, no one is surprised as "People 
had raised their eyebrows when Ali, a man who had memorized the Koran, married 
Sanauber, a woman nineteen years younger, a beautifiil but notoriously unscrupulous 
woman who lived up to her dishonorable reputation" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 7). 
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Among the minor characters another woman, to whom there is a passing, yet 
inspiring reference in the novel is Amir's mother Sofia Akrami who has been "a 
highly educated woman universally regarded as one of the Kabul's most respected, 
beautiful, and virtuous ladies" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 14). Then there is another 
woman about whom the readers are told that she fed Amir and Hassan from the same 
breast. About her, Ali tells Amir, "She was a fair, blue-eyed Hazara woman from 
Bamiyan and she sang you old wedding songs" (The Kite Runner 65). 
The most important female character Soraya however turns out to be an ideal 
woman in The Kite Runner. She first eloped with a yoimg man but is brought back by 
her family. She repents her decision later and gets married to Amir to whom, she 
proves to be a perfect wife. Actually she too belongs to an aristocratic family like 
Amir's who are later forced to flee from their country. She matures in America and 
has been brought up in a liberal society as a result of which she never submits to the 
male will around her. To her father's will of making his daughter study law to become 
a lawyer or a political scientist instead of a teacher, she replies quite bluntly, "I'm not 
a girl, Padar. I'm a married woman. Besides, they'd need teachers too" (Hosseini, The 
Kite Runner 158). She works as a teacher and thus crosses over the frizzy boundary 
between the public and private sphere which is quite rare in the context of the Afghan 
society at least as depicted in the novels. She says to her mother, "Teaching may not 
pay much, but this is what I want to do! It's what I love, and it's a whole lot better 
than collecting welfare, by the way" (Hosseini, The Kite Runner 159). However her 
strong assertion somehow idealises the concept of women living outside Afghanistan, 
a major fault pointed out by the critics in Khaled Hosseini. In this regard Nixon writes 
in her thesis, "Hosseini correlates higher education and elevated social status with 
Western modernity mstead of exploring the rich history of female education in 
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Afghanistan" (17). It has been thoroughly discussed and historically proved in 
Chapter Two that the standard of women education was quite satisfactory in 
Afghanistan since the 1960s when the women in the West had not even the basic 
rights. This streak runs into another novel by Hosseini as well where he idealizes all 
that is western as highly educated, polished and modem. There Mariam addresses this 
issue, stating that the modem women of Kabul "made her aware of her own lowliness, 
her plain looks, her lack of aspirations, her ignorance of so many things" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 68). This element is to be found in Shakib's Afghanistan, 
Where God Only Comes To Weep where an American woman is depicted as 
exceptionally good with all the humility and goodness in her character. Shirin-Gol 
wonders at her modernity and way of living. Mohanty answers to such a 
representation by asserting that the portrayal of the Third World Women as less 
advanced is solely because they do not live up to the parameters of modernity set by 
the Western readers who assume that "the Third World just has not evolved to the 
extent that the West has" (40). Nonetheless we have the women like Laila and 
Mariam, who although may not appear liberated and modem when seen through 
westem eyes, but they prove to be strong in their own way towards the end of the 
novel. Their case proves to be an excellent instance of the specificity of culture, 
society and politics already mentioned in this chapter where women tend to behave in 
a specific way. Already mentioned the parameters of women's emancipation and their 
position vary vis-a-vis the difference in cultures. One caimot take the case of women 
belonging to a particular cultvire and try to judge or analyze it and try to find solution 
for, based on westem model of modernity and women liberation. This stands tmer in 
case of Afghanistan which stands quite contrary to the westem model. 
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However, it may be argued that through Soraya's character who succeeds in 
getting a job of her choice unlike Shirin-Gol, Laila and Samira, Hosseini wants to 
convey that in the present turbulent scenario, there are hardly any chances for a 
woman to realize her aim in Afghanistan. Soraya's modernity and free will is 
reflected at another place where she enjoys a drink of Merlot with her husband as a 
celebration when his novel is accepted for publication. She later proves to be quite 
mature when she allows Amir to leave for Pakistan to meet ailing Rahim Khan and 
later to bring Sohrab to America. Rather it is she who helps Amir in preparing the 
necessary adoption documents so as to facilitate Sohrab's living with them. 
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Sexual Colonization 
Colonization/Colonialism- Internal and Sexual 
Although the term 'colonization' derived from the Latin 'colonus' which 
means 'a farmer' (Calvert 53) renders it a w^ ord related to the agrarian society but the 
term has been widely used in political, cultural and social senses. Earlier colonialism 
or colonization simply referred to the condition when one agrarian society was 
colonized by another who was more advanced and modem, the aim being to exploit 
the resources of the former. With the advent of industrialization the colonization took 
a new face and "using the slogans of 'nation-building' and 'development' to justify 
their actions, Third World goverrmients have employed the full panoply of powers 
established under colonial rule to further dismantle (sic) the commons" (Calvert 52). 
In this affair millions of people lost their homes to make way for industries, tourist 
resorts, roads etc. Thus it referred to physical conquest usually within, not across, the 
political and geographical boundaries. Peter Calvert writes in an article: 
'Internal colonialism' was used . . . by Lenin in 1896 to describe the Tsarist 
autocracy's creation by force of the Russian Empire as an internal market for 
capital centred in St Petersburg and Moscow. In a similar sense the Nordic 
Institute of Asian Studies used 'intemal colonization' in 1996 to refer to the 
physical conquest of the non-Han peoples in China by the government of the 
People's Republic. (51) 
In fact the theory of intemal colonialism is a critique of the discrimination 
on the basis of race. It explains the oppression of African-Americans and other people 
of color in the United States, particularly people of Mexican and Puerto Rican 
background. Native Americans and African-Americans as intemal colonies, and 
includes a strategy for the elimination of racism. This critique agrees with Marxists in 
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seeing capitalism and accumulation of wealth as the root of racial oppression but for 
them, nationality or race relations are not reducible to class relations and the class 
struggle. "The notion of 'internal colonialism' as the dominance of one race over 
another appears in a different context when Stokely Carmichael and Charles V 
Hamilton, writing in 1967, use it to describe the situation of black people in the USA, 
and even more recently in descriptions of the subjection of minorities in Africa, 
notably in Rwanda and Burundi" (Calvert 52). In a web article later published in a 
book Readings in Black Political Economy (1999), Peter Bohmer writes about 
'Internal Colonialism': 
Moreover the term was used in the similar context to describe the subjection 
of minorities in Africa, notably in Rwanda and Burundi. The intellectual 
origin of this theory was the written and spoken condemnation of European 
colonialism and the putting forward of an anti-colonial national liberation 
strategy by Kwame Nkrumah, and most influentially, Frantz Fanon. Early 
proponents of this theory in the United States such as Malcolm X and Stokely 
Carmichael (Kwame Ture), were inspired by anti-colonial and anti-
imperialist movements in the Third World, and their victories in Ghana, Cuba 
and Algeria. 
Even before that 'colonialism' was used in 1957 by Leo Marquard in African 
context. Sergio Salvi used the term in his book The forbidden nations: Guide to ten 
internal colonies of western Europe (1973). 
The word 'internal' was appended with 'colonization' because in the 
meaning explained above the colonization was not possible without the cooperation of 
the internal people, mostly the elite and upper middle class. Moreover such a 
colonization occurred mostly within a country unlike neocolonialism where the source 
of exploitation comes from outside the country. 
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'Sexual colonization' is a modified term where one of the sexes is colonized 
by the other in different ways and manifestations. As already explained in the earlier 
chapters, it is mostly the woman who is oppressed and dominated by man. However 
within Afghan context "attributing direct cause of women's oppression to religion, 
culture or individual men's nature would be erroneous and would serve to reify 
gender rather than de-gender society as it ignores socio-structural causes of such 
oppression and takes facilitating variables as the actual underlying cause of 
oppression" (Asadi 25). Usually the terms like 'subordination', 'subjugation' 
'domination' etc have been used for this social disparity but I appended the word 
'sexual' with 'colonization' to explore how, in the novels under study, women 
characters are colonized as a sex, which has been happening since time immemorial in 
almost all societies. Further 'sexual colonization' also connotes sexual harassment. 
How women have been sexually colonized in the novels constitute the essence of the 
phrase. Sexual colonization in the novels is directly related to the seclusion of women 
which mainly manifests in the form of 'purdah' in different forms. In both the cases 
the suffering is inevitable and extreme. As it happens in colonization, the colonized 
subject is left with no option other than to be exploited by the colonizer, in the case of 
man-woman relationship, woman suffers as a colonized being. The phrase 'Sexual 
colonization' has been further used to probe into the minds of the women characters 
who are made to believe that they are duty bound both in moral and social sense to 
remain subordinate to their men who may be in the form of a brother, a husband, a 
father or a son. Religion, cultiire, morality, social institutions etc are used to make 
them believe that they have no way out of this predicament. Nonetheless there are 
female characters in the novels who try to and succeed to various extends in 'de-
colonizing' themselves from the clutches of society in general and men in particular. 
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The term 'Sexual Colonization' brings a better picture of the novels concerned than 
any other terms like 'subjugation', 'domination' and 'oppression'. Siba Shakib says in 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep: 
Women in Afghanistan have never had much. But since the Russians came to 
our country, since the mujahidin have been fighting their wars, since the 
Taleban seized power in parts of the country, women have lost even their last 
rights and their last freedom. They have lost everything. Their honour, their 
dignity, their knowledge. (125) 
Colonizatioii and Home 
The major cause of sexual colonization in the novels is the 'home', the most 
important feature of Afghan society. It forms the ground on which other factors rest. It 
is associated with the 'being' of an individual. Most of the female characters 
themselves feel insecure once they are outside their homes because of the sexual 
violence they may face outside. However it is ironical that the 'safety' of home may 
not provide them safety as the enemy or perpetrator of atrocity is at home in the form 
of relative. Nonetheless there are women like Aziza who work outside. There are 
women like Daria, Shirin-Gol and Samira who have no home at all. And there are 
women like Mariam and Laila who escape from the 'home' in order to save 
themselves from the brutality of 'the owner of the home' i.e. their husband Rasheed. 
Yet Shirin-Gol's concern for her home brings catastrophe for her. Even the law 
permits the man to do whatever he likes with his wife. It is highly ironical when Laila 
and Mariam are caught and the officer says to them, "What a man does in his house is 
his business . . . As a matter of policy, we do not interfere with private family matters, 
hamshira" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 238). Radical feminists' stand for 
'the personal is political' strongly refiites the above stand taken by the different 
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institutions of society. They assert that "a variety of relationships that occur in the 
home need to be thought of as political" (Chancer and Watkins 35). Kate Millet, in 
particular strongly advocates that "so-called personal domination that occurs in the 
private sphere of domesticity was equally worthy of exposure and politicization" 
(Chancer and Watkins 35). 
Other major factors which act as the weapons of colonizer are marriage, sex, 
family, tribal culture, religion etc. Moreover society too plays its part in their 
colonization. On a superficial level one may blame the male characters only, usually 
the husbands, but this would not be a correct and safe conclusion. In fact for a 
woman, marriage has been used as a mirage of safety where the person who is 
supposed to be her custodian and protector clips her wings and keeps her within the 
strict patriarchal norms of a society. Though such colonization of women is 
considered more prominent in the under developed and tribal countries but it is a 
universally situated phenomenon. In the patriarchal culture of Afghanistan, marriage 
represents an area considered as part of the public world and therefore, a decision 
negotiated by the male head of a family with no say whatsoever of a woman. After 
marriage within the four walls of a 'home' a woman is supposed to behave in a 
particular maimer on the pattern suggested by Rousseau in his book Emile (1762) that 
a girl should also learn how to manage a home and a family (366). In fact both 
'family' and 'home' can be used in an inter-related maimer within the context of this 
study as home gives a sanction to the concept of family. Though Rousseau wrote 
Emile with the purpose of presenting a document regarding the education of Emile 
(man) and Sophie (woman) yet it throws an ample light on man-woman relationship 
within the domestic realm. It may be said that Rousseau's views regarding women 
reflects his parallel objective of defining a 'woman'. Rousseau believes that a woman 
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should know how to clean and cook; how to do the shopping and keep the family 
budget (357). He adds: 
The man should be strong and active; the woman should be weak and 
passive; the one must have both the power and the will; it is enough that the 
other should offer little resistance. 
When this principle is admitted, it follows that woman is specially made for 
man's delight. If man in his turn ought to be pleasing in her eyes, the 
necessity is less urgent, his virtue is in his strength, he pleases because he is 
strong. (322) 
His general and idiosyncratic view about the gender relationship which Kate 
Millett condemns in her Sexual Politics as, "Coming from a man who contributed so 
much to the French Revolution, Rousseau's impressions of proper education for 
women were as reactionary as they were influential..." (74) can be guessed from his 
two statements i.e., "Vague assertions as to the equality of the sexes and the similarity 
of their duties are only empty words" (325) and "the law of nature bids woman obey 
[sic] the man" (Rousseau 370). 
For Kate Millett, a radical feminist, family is the main institution of female 
subordination. Veronica Beechey writes, "The most fundamental unit of patriarchy in 
Millett's analysis is the family, which she considers to be a patriarchal unit within a 
patriarchal whole; it ftmctions to socialize children into sexually differentiated roles, 
temperaments and statuses, and to maintain women in a state of subordination" (68). 
Throughout her book Sexual Politics, Kate Millett argues that patriarchy in almost all 
the societies- although patriarchy can exhibit a variety of forms in different societies-
work on two principles i.e. male shall dominate female and that older male shall 
dominate yoimger male. She stresses upon the first of these two principles, the 
domination of women by men which may be called 'sexual colonization'. In this 
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regard, Veronica Beechey simplifies Millet and writes, "Women are conceptualized as 
being a minority group within the dominant society, and differences among women 
are considered to be insignificant by comparison with the divisions between women 
and men; to be mere differences in 'class style'" (68). 
Gayle Rubin's two major essays, "Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory 
of the Politics of Sexuality" and "The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political 
Economy' of Sex" considered as basic documents to queer theory, has an underlying 
assertion where the subordination of women is located "in the most conventional and 
socially valued form of heterosexuality, the exchange of women in marriage" (Vance 
135). Carole S. Vance analyses Rubin's both essays and asserts that both the works 
combined form "a long rumination on the political economy of heterosexuality, sexual 
hierarchies, and sex law that portion out "natural" forms of heterosexuality from the 
"unnatural," and moral panics that selectively mobilize and direct public attention and 
outrage to particular forms of sexual danger while ignoring others" (135). In her essay 
"Thinking Trafficking, Thinking Sex", Vance further refers to Emma Goldman's 
influence on Rubin and echoes Goldman; "late-nineteenth-century crusades against 
"white slavery" and the "traffic in women" (prostitution) were misguided sideshows, 
which diverted attention firom and action against the imderlying causes of women's 
oppression: marriage, the family, and political economy" (136). 
Marxist feminists too agree with the notion that it is the family under 
capitalism which acts as a main source of women's oppression. Throughout The 
Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1845), Friedrick Engels argues 
that due to their economic dependence on men in such a system, women are 
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oppressed. Marxists believe that capitalism is the root cause of all evils and for the 
emancipation of women capitalism has to go. 
According to Engels, the beginning of women's oppressed status coincided 
and grew gradually alongside the development in human history of private 
property relations. Why? One reason is that surplus arose in the hunting 
rather than the domestic sphere of human activities. Once a given tribe, clan 
or group began producing more than it actually needed to sustain and 
reproduce itself, an embryonic form of private property developed. Moreover, 
because surplus developed in the sphere of activity that was dominated by 
man, the problem arose of how to identify who was a legitimate heir . . . 
Engels suggests that, with the emergence of private property, woman become 
a form of property and often carried dowries along with them; they would be 
traded between tribes and possessed few, if any, rights of their own. Thus the 
institutionalization of monogamous marriage transformed intimate sexual 
relationships into opportunities for accumulation, much to the detriment of 
women. (Chancer and Watkins 25) 
However Engels believes that labour class women are less oppressed than 
bourgeois women as the former are economically independent to some extent vis-a-
vis their husbands whose impoverished condition forces them to seek employment 
outside the home (Tong, 49-50), which results in their better condition in the home. 
Colonization within the Four Walls 
In Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes To Weep, Shirin-Gol's mother who 
has eleven children, has to work all the daylong and give birth to children like Daria 
in Samira and Samir who is supposed to give birth to 'sons' for the Commander and 
cook and clean for him. Same is the story with Mariam and Laila in A Thousand 
Splendid Suns. Shirin-Gol's mother remains busy with "the work she had to do for her 
husband and her three sons, tilling the field, baking bread, sewing clothes, tending the 
sheep. Milking the cows, making meals, weaving carpets and whatever other tasks 
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came her way" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes To Weep 10). Daria 
cooks "fresh, warm bread" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 4) and does all the work for 
her husband who justifies, "Spreading out the bedding is women's work" (Shakib, 
Samira and Samir 74). Though Daria's husband is shown to have a soft comer for 
her, she gets answerless when Samira asks, "Did your husband respect you?" (Shakib, 
Samira and Samir 219). Daria's silence is an answer in itself that she has been never 
respected by her husband. Towards the end when Samira gets into an argument with 
the butcher, Bashir "holds her back, drags her away" (273) and insists that it was 
Samira's fault and not his. 
When Shirin-Gol's twin brothers grow up, they realize their male value in the 
family in particular and in the society in general. They realize that after their father 
and elder brothers leave for war they become the head of their family. The two never 
fail to remind Shirin-Gol that she is a woman and that she has to live under their will 
and command. When the family registers for the Pakistani refiigee camp, an Afghan 
fellow advises the twins, "from now on you are responsible and no one else, you 
understand? Make sure that the sia-sar [black-headed] in your family do not raise 
their voice in public, it's unseemly" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes To 
Weep 72). When Shirin-Gol tries to interfere, she is harshly rebuked: 
I wasn't asking you, replies the man, you are probably another of the ones 
who fell into the hands of the godless Russians and lost your shame and 
decency in one of their schools. Disgrace, disgrace, a thousand times 
disgrace, curses the Afghan and spits greenish-yellow stuff into the sand at 
Shirin-Gol's feet, where it settles and dries. (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God 
Only Comes To Weep 71) 
At another place, Abina's husband asserts that she has to obey him. He justifies to 
which Abina says nothing and lowers her eyes, "Your father passed on to me his 
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responsibility over you and his God-given right to determine you and your fate. If you 
won't obey me anymore, I will take you back to him" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where 
God Only Comes To Weep 119). The below extract reflects a more generalized picture 
of the status of women characters in relation to their men: 
The women talk about men who beat them. They talk about their husbands' 
second, third secondary wife, who treats them badly. They say that for weeks 
and months they haven't been outside or even had any fresh air. The women 
say that their visit to the doctor, to which, on the top of everything, they are 
accompanied by their husband, son, father, brother or uncle is their only 
chance of getting out of the house. (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes To Weep 149) 
Though Siba Shakib too, like Khaled Hosseini is accusative of the Taliban regarding 
the oppression of women but the below quoted lines uttered by one woman to her 
sister reflects that husbands are more oppressive than the Taliban: "your husband did 
not let you walk in the street even before the Taliben came to the village. You were 
not allowed to come to my house, your own sister's house" (Shakib, Afghanistan, 
Where God Only Comes To Weep 186). 
In A Thousand Splendid Suns whenever there are any visitors in the house, 
Mariam has no right to talk to them. She is literally imprisoned till the guests leave. 
Whenever there is a knock at the door, "Mariam knew to go upstairs to her room and 
close the door" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 73). After their marriage, 
Rasheed proved to be a big bully particularly when he knows that Mariam cannot give 
him a son. 
Mariam saw clearly how much a woman could tolerate when she was afraid. 
And Mariam was afraid. She lived in fear of his shifting moods, his volatile 
temperament, his insistence on steering even mundane exchanges down a 
confrontational path that, on occasion he would resolve with punches, slaps, 
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kicks, and sometimes try to make amends for with polluted apologies and 
sometimes not. (Hosseini,y4 Thousand Splendid Suns 89) 
Mariam with "a face of grievances unspoken, burdens gone unprotected, a destiny 
submitted to and endured" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 223) does all the 
household work but nothing pleases Rasheed. In fact, Rasheed is a kind of psychopath 
who has no control over his anger and manifests it in the form of physical violence. 
Though Mariam, "cleaned the house, made sure he always had a supply of clean 
shirts, cooked him his favorite dishes" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 90) yet 
"no matter what she did to please him, no matter how thoroughly she submitted to his 
wants and demands, it wasn't enough" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 90). In 
their relationship there is no reciprocity as it is only the wife who does everything 
possible for her husband and in return gets blows and kicks. 
Rasheed takes it his natural right to beat and insult Mariam. Once he takes a 
trivial excuse of imcooked rice and "shoved two fingers into her mouth and pried it 
open, then forced the cold, hard pebbles into it" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 
94). As a result Mariam breaks her two molars. 
Rasheed's stratagem in his marriage with Laila adds to Mariam's woes and 
she gets doubly colonized. In an effort to impress Laila who is "the malika of his 
palace" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 221) though for some time, Mariam 
becomes the subject of his ridicule. His double standard is depicted in his advice to 
Laila in front of Mariam: 
I ask that you avoid leaving this house without my company. That's all. 
Simple? No? If I am away and you need something urgently, I mean 
absolutely need it and it cannot wait for me, then you can send Mariam and 
she will go out and get it for you. You've noticed a discrepancy, surely. Well 
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one does not drive a Volgo and a Benz in the same manner. That would be 
foolish, wouldn't it? (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 200) 
Laila too loses her value soon when she gives birth to Aziza. Though she becomes 
friends with Mariam, she invites Rasheed's wrath. Though she too passes her days in 
his service like Mariam but nothing pleases him. The situation becomes worse when 
they plan to escape from his clutches but land in prison. Once back, Rasheed anger 
knows no bonds. "Laila did not see the punch coming. One moment she was talking 
and the next she was on all fours, wide-eyed and red-faced, trying to draw a breath. It 
was as if a car had hit her at full speed, in the tender place between the lower tip of 
the breastbone and the belly button" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 239-240). 
Mariam too is beaten badly and Laila, locked in a room can hear, "no cursing, no 
screaming, no pleading, no surprised yelps, only the systematic business of beating 
and being beaten, the thump, thump of something solid repeatedly striking flesh, 
something, someone, hitting a wall with thud, cloth ripping" (Hosseini, A Thousand 
Splendid Suns 240). 
What adds to their physical oppression is that Rasheed's shop gets burned 
down and he stays all the day at home. Now "He slapped Aziza. He kicked Mariam. 
he threw things. He found fault with Laila, the way she smelled, the way she dressed, 
the way she combed her hair, her yellowing teeth" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns 271). Towards the denouement of the novel the graph of violence goes sharply 
up until Rasheed's death. Just before his death he intends to kill Laila by choking her 
throat. When he comes to know about Laila's meeting with Tariq, he beats both the 
woman. 
Mariam lost count of how many times the belt cracked, how many pleading 
words she cried out to Rasheed, how many times she circled around the 
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incoherent tangle of teeth and fists and beh, before she saw fingers clawing 
at Rasheed's face, chipped nails digging into his jowls and pulling at his hair 
and scratching his forehead. How long before she realized, with both shock 
and relish, that the fingers were hers. (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns 309) 
Rasheed is partial towards Aziza as well. When his shop bums down, he 
decides to send her for begging. Later he sends Aziza to an orphanage unlike Zalmai 
only because the latter is a boy. Even before all this happens, he brings expensive toys 
for Zalmai but looks at Aziza with disdain. Her crying for Rasheed is, "like someone 
is ramming a screwdriver into my ear" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 212) and 
for Zalmai his patience "was a well that ran deep and never dried" (Hosseini, A 
Thousand Splendid Suns 264). In spite of abject poverty, at the time of his birth, "He 
had bought him a new crib and had lions and crouching leopards painted on the side 
panels. He'd paid for new clothes, new rattles, new bottles, new diapers, even though 
they could have not afford them and Aziza's old ones were still serviceable" 
(Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 263). All this he does with the borrowed 
money which he gets fi-om his friends. 
Veil as a tool of Colonization 
In spite of Hosseini's struggle to de-stereotype the myth ofburqa as a sign of 
oppression as explained by Jessie M. Nixon in her thesis, there runs deep a vein of 
'sexual colonization' in its use. For Marilyn Herbert, Khaled Hosseini has used burqa 
as a symbol of "anonymity" which "diminishes and almost eliminates their female 
presence in a male-dominated society" (53). Burqa is there in Afghan culture for 
centuries but it has no religious sanction according to an Afghan student in Aligarh 
Muslim University. In a personal interview she says, "Islam is not saying this [sic]. 
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OUT face and our hands should be open" (Shahir). She adds that it was there before the 
Taliban but the women exercised freedom of choice. Herself in a scarf which only 
covers the wearer's head, she reports, ''Burqa or chaddri is still in use even in big 
cities like Herat but the new generation of women does not like to wear it. Yes 
women wear it for shopping. In weddings [they] go without it" (Shahir). In fact "The 
control over purdah lies largely over the eldest male household member" (Moghadam 
212). For Mamia Lazreg, burqa has no religious sanction and has been used in the 
Muslim world according to the political and social conditions. As a Muslim, she 
believes that it is "a historical, if not the most historical, exhortation and therefore 
amiable to change" (Lazreg 101). She writes, "No man has the right to dictate to a 
woman what color and length of dress she should wear. This is the most blatant abuse 
of power" (100). No doubt Mariam and Laila take it the other way- already discussed 
in the preceding chapter- but from a male point of view it becomes a tool in Rasheed's 
hands which he uses to confine them from the external world. Kelly A. Drevitch 
writes, "in addition to the physical and psychological stigma, the compulsory burqa 
also generated an economic burden for many women, as they could not afford to 
purchase a burqa" (71). Qasim Amin, an Egyptian scholar does not find any 
compelling religious reason for woman to cover her, face, hands and feet. In his book 
The Liberation of Women he writes: Muslims were atfracted to the use of veil, 
approved it, exaggerated its use, and dressed it up in religious raiment, just as other 
harmfiil customs have become firmly established in the name of religion, but of which 
religion is iimocent" (37). Arline Lederman gives a detailed historical account in her 
essay titled "The Zan of Afghanistan": 
According to some scholars, the heavy tent like veil worn by women in the 
Near East and eventually by Muslims started with upper-class Christian 
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women of the Ottoman Empire. For status, safety and comfort, they were 
frequently carried about in curtained sedan chairs, which were similar to the 
sedan chau-s of the Hindu aristocracy or European royalty. The chairs enabled 
riders to avoid the mud of rough roads that would sully their finery. The 
coverings offered privacy and protections from thieves and from dust. Some 
Near Eastern historians believe that the complete covering was an imitation 
of upper class Christian female style rather than a Muslim religious 
requirement. (50) 
Ahmad Zaki Yamani, a great Islamic scholar too resonates the same idea in his book 
Women in Islam, "women were not hidden behind veils, except for those who used to 
wear it as a habit, but these were few and far between. Indeed, the veil which covers 
the face is prohibited to wear dtiring prayer and when the woman is in the state of 
consecration, or ihram, during the pilgrimage or the umrah [mini-pilgrimage]" (31). 
Another renowned Indian Muslim scholar Moulana Wahiduddin Khan writes, "a 
woman's face is not included in the parts of the body that need to be compulsorily 
covered" (141). To prove his point he refers to an authoritative Arabic book titled 
Hijab al-Mar'ah al-Muslimah fil Kitab was-Sunnah by a famous scholar Muhammad 
Nasiruddin al-Albani which he translated into Urdu for a quarterly "Islam and Modem 
Age." 
Rasheed justifies its use through his experience at his shop and relates it with 
the honor of a woman. He says: 
The women come uncovered, they talk to me directly, look me in the eye 
without shame. They wear makeup and skirts that show their knees. 
Sometimes they even put their feet in front of me, the women do, for 
measurements, and their husbands stand there and watch. They allow it. They 
think nothing of a stranger touching their wives' bare feet. They think they're 
being modem men, intellectuals, on account of their education, 1 suppose. 
They don't think that they are spoiling their own nang and namoos, their 
honor and pride. (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 63) 
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Rasheed believes, "a woman's face is her husband's business only" (Hosseini, 
A Thousand Splendid Suns 63) but his hollow religiosity is revealed when Laila 
discovers pornographic magazines in his room. It shows that he talks of a sacred 
husband-wife relationship but does the opposite in practice. This aspect of his 
personality comes to light in his deceptive help to Laila as well. He saves her form the 
blast site with an eye on her young body though he tries to prove to be altruistic when 
he explains the reason to Mariam behind his second marriage: 
Think of it this way, Mariam. I'm giving >'o« help around the house and her a 
sanctuary. A home and a husband. These days, times being what they are, a 
woman needs a husband. Haven't you noticed all the widows sleeping on the 
streets? They would kill for this chance. In fact, this is . . . Well, I'd say this 
is downright charitable of me. (Hosseini, A Thouscmd Splendid Suns 193) 
Shirin-Gol in Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep represents 
Afghan women in general as Siba Shakib writes, "Shirin Gol's story isn't unusual, it 
relates the very normal madness that thousands of women and other people have 
experienced and continue to experience in Afghanistan, either like this or in a very 
similar way" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 8). Siba 
Shakib's treatment of burqa is quite different. She chooses a more extreme view than 
Khaled Hosseini. For her in burqa women have no identity at all and "women's shoes 
are the only way of recognizing them" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes 
to Weep 2). Shakib believes that burqa "dehumanizes them" (Shakib, Afghanistan, 
Where God Only Comes to Weep 3) and "the fine net in front of her eyes is too dense 
to give even the faintest impression of her eyes" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God 
Only Comes to Weep 2). Burqa is imposed on Shirin Gol as is done with Mariam and 
Laila. When she is yoimg, she is rebuked by her older brother for not wearing her 
burqa. "She recognises him as one of her older brothers and smiles. Her brother does 
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not smile back, asks, why aren't you wearing your burqaT (Shakib, Afghanistan, 
Where God Only Comes to Weep 13). At another place when they cross the border of 
Afghanistan, she is ordered by one of her twin brothers, "Put your veil over your 
face" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 57). 
Colonization in Marriage 
For Afghan girls, modesty is the most essential element of good breeding; 
girls are required to keep their heads down in public, to cover their heads in front of 
males, and to avoid interaction with boys. Girls are slated if they did not follow these 
norms. These expectations grow with the age of a girl. Moral standards are closely 
linked to sexuality, therefore mobility, expression, and social interactions are not 
considered woman's domain. A typical rural Afghan woman marries young and has 
many children and hardly has a say in the decision of marriage or in the selection of 
her marriage partner. Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites write, "Countrywide, 16 percent 
of girls are married under the age of fifteen, while 52 percent are married by the time 
they turn eighteen years old" (74). This has its impact on their fiiture married life as 
they do not have access to proper health care, making Afghanistan one among the 
countries with highest maternal mortality rate. 
A recent report by UNICEF on global indicators estimates that 1,900 women 
die for every 100,000 births in Afghanistan. Other Afghanistan-specific 
studies provide a more nuanced picture of these statistics. For instance, a 
2002 study conducted by UNICEF, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), and the Afghan Ministry of Public Health (now the 
Ministry of Health) estimates Afghanistan's maternal mortality rate (MMR) 
to be 1,600 for every 100,000 live births and shows extreme discrepancies 
from one part of the country to the next, as well as between urban and rura\ 
areas. To illustrate, in Kabul city the MMR was only 400, but rose to 2,200 in 
Kandahar. (Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites 74) 
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There are some women who wish for greater participation in public life but the 
centuries old male monopoly in public life has made them feel that they are in their 
correct role as dictated by tradition, culture, and society. But most Afghan women do 
perceive Afghan women's position and role in society as adhering to custom and 
tradition and do not seek to alter this role, hi A Thousand Splendid Suns, Mariam is 
married at a young age of fifteen with a man of fifty. Her willingness is not taken into 
consideration and Jalil decides her fate. In the same manner Daria's and Gol-Sar's 
marriage in Samira andSamir is decided by their fathers. 
Although considered an Islamic country and most of the past governments 
crowed that the rule of the land had been based on the Islamic Sharia but tradition and 
custom has always played a more important role in influencing the legal systems than 
the Sharia. Thus "much of Afghan society is governed not by legislated laws but by 
customary law combined with local interpretations of Sharia. These interpretations 
may vary based on the judicial body hearing the case, the nature of the offense or 
claim, and the standing of the parties within the commimity" (Nojumi, Mazurana, and 
Stites 93). In fact the social structure of Afghanistan is based on "goww (communal 
group) and gabilla (tribe) (Moghadam 208). 
The liberal and bold women who can raise question marks on the social set-up 
dominated by patriarchy are suppressed to remain mute. We see Azadine is forced by 
the Taliban to get married so that "she would not be rebellious, so that there would be 
someone keeping an eye on her" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to 
Weep 259). In Afghanistan a man can acquire a wife in one of four ways: 
He can pay a bride price, gain a bride in marriage, inherit a widow, or receive 
a bride as compensation for a crime committed against him or a relative. The 
first method is the most common and the other means of acquiring a bride 
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usually involve variations on the payment and receipt of bride price (Kamali 
84-85). 
Nojumi, Mazurana, Stites vvrite, "For many Afghans, marriage is a pact 
between families, not betw^een individuals. Marriage often involves complex sets of 
tribal and familial relations, financial exchanges, and, at times, compensation for 
crimes" (104). A woman is considered as the part of property and belongs to her 
husband. Laila's and Mariam's marriage to Rasheed opens readers' eyes as in both the 
cases marriage is solemnized against the wishes of women involved. A depressed and 
shocked Mariam is compelled by Jalil's wives to marry a man who is more than thrice 
her age. Rasheed marries Laila by misleading her that Tariq, the person she wanted to 
marry, is dead. Destiny too plays a part as had Laila not been pregnant by Tariq, she 
would have adopted some other course of action. In Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep Shirin Gol who is too yoimg to understand the true meaning of 
marriage submits to Morad's wish without any protest. When she says, "I don't know 
whether I want to get married" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to 
Weep 40), Morad insists, "your brother decided you would" (40). The 
commoditization of women achieves its height when Morad gives her the reason 
behind their marriage: 
Your brother and I play cards, he lost, he had no money to pay the debts he 
had with me, he said, you want to get married, I have lot of sisters. And then 
he said that instead of getting the money I should marry one of his sisters. 
And I asked which of his sisters he liked best, and then he said he liked Sweet 
Flower best, and I said, then Fll marry Sweet Flower (Shakib, Afghanistan, 
Where God Only Comes to Weep 40). 
Shirin-Gol is given away as compensation for her brother's loss in a game. 
Sanctity of marriage is thrown to winds in the story of "girl-woman" (Shakib, 
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Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 58) whom Shirin-Gol meets on the 
Pakistani side of the border. She is inherited by men of a family in succession as they 
die one by one. She is first married to man who dies after sometime. She is then 
married to her father-in-law who too dies after a short time. At the end she is married 
to one of his first husband's brother (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to 
Weep 58). The custom of 'bride-price' has been introduced in this novel. The Talib 
named Sher-Dil who wants to marry Noor-Aftab offers a huge sum of money to her 
parents who take it as they are extremely poor. However the point to be noted is that 
Shirin-Gol too is willing to take the money and send her daughter off with the Talib. 
She says to Morad, "Let's take the money and see what happens. We'll see" (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 170). It reflects that somewhere Shirin-
Gol too acknowledges this custom which they call "Sheerbaha" (Shahir) in 
Afghanistan. Shahira Shahir too like other Afghan women takes pride in this custom 
as she believes that this adds to the value of a woman. Any attempt to change this 
custom is not acceptable to Afghans as has been witnessed during the communist 
regime. The communist government constitution in one of its articles (Decree 7) 
"forbade the exchange of a woman in marriage for cash or kind" (Moghadam 92) 
which later became one of the reasons behind its collapse as it "deeply angered rural 
tribesman and the traditional power structure" (Moghadam 93). Actually the roots of 
'Sheerbaha' can be traced to the concept of ''Mahr' in Islam. Mahr, one of the basic 
conditions of Muslim marriage, is an amoimt of money "paid directly to the woman, 
not to her family" (Brodsky, With All our Strength 38) by the groom as a security for 
wife in case of widowhood or divorce. The base behind this practice is empowerment 
of woman as it acts as a kind of financial back up for her. Valentine M. Moghadam 
writes, "But in tribal Afghanistan, walwar [a Pashto word for mahr] is understood to 
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be compensation to the bride's father for the loss of his daughter's labour in the 
household and is a part of groom's ownership claim over his wife" (210). Thus as 
already asserted in this thesis, it is the combination of religion and tribal cultural 
which accoimts for the colonization of women. 
It is true that Islam challenged many of the pre-Islamic tribal traditions of the 
Arabs and introduced reforms that raised the sociolegal status of women to a 
level hitherto unattainable, given the patriarchal customs of the Arabs. Yet 
Islam nevertheless left many aspects of the prevailing tribal traditions 
unchanged; the religion was superimposed on a patriarchal society but did not 
radically change many of its institutions. Tribalism, therefore survived under 
Islam, tribal customs continued to exist- sometimes violating the laws of 
Islam itself (Moghadam 210) 
Thinking the other way round, the custom of Mahr and Sheerbaha adds to the 
objectification of women as they are bought and sold like livestock. This can be 
termed as honourable prostitution as it depicts a kind of paid rape through a socially 
accepted institution of marriage. It is reminiscent of primitive times when women 
were sold to rich men as sex slaves. The prices of young girls belonging to poor 
families are negotiated and they are married to old men. A recent incident narrated by 
Heidi Kingstone throws some light on the legal aspect of bride price. He writes, "A 
yoimg girl in Afghanistan was sold twice, once for US$2,000 and again for US$5,000. 
The case came before a judge. He ruled that the man who bought the girl for 
US$5,000 was her husband and so the girl should stay with him. In other countries 
and in other contexts, this would clearly be seen as slavery" (37). One Talib comes to 
Shirin-Gol and Morad and tries to pay them more money than agreed by Sher-Dil to 
get hold of Noor-Aftab. Such an instance is in Samira andSamir as well where "The 
men talk, negotiate the price for the bride. Ask questions, give answers, say But, say 
No, say Yes" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 7). Another episode reflects the extremity of 
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commoditization of women where Hadji wants "oven-fresh wife" (Shakib, Samira 
andSamir 154). He buys such a wife from "Firouza's father [who] had debts with the 
Hadji. Debts that he could not pay. And then the Hadji said he would let him off his 
debts if he gave him his daughter as his wife" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 153). The 
Hadji has a bad reputation and always wants "wives who are young and beautifijl. 
Who, with their youth and beauty will make him young and satisfy his lust (Shakib, 
Samira andSamir 146). 
Due to poverty in the war ridden Afghanistan, families gave their daughters in 
marriage in order to pay off their debts. Sometimes young girls were married to much 
older men due to financial reasons and this practice violated the basic human right of 
these girls. Despite some attempts by many rulers to abolish these marriages and 
bridal dowries as well increase the minimum age for marriage, most of the Afghans 
largely ignored these reforms. In fact, religious mullahs often fought against any 
reform. From a patriarchal perspective, marriage and bride price represent an 
economic exchange between two families and a way to gain social status. In 
Afghanistan culture, marriage usually serves as a way to build political alliances or 
gain financial wealth. In some regions, families exchange cows, bull, sheep, goats, or 
fimiiture in an exchange for the bride (Emadi 39). Forced marriages also serve as 
settlement of family feuds. Sometimes women were exchanged to settle the crimes 
committed by the male members of a family. Nojumi, Mazurana, and Stites talk about 
this Pashtun custom called Bad or Badal which is more prevalent in rural 
Afghanistan. They define it as "a practice among Pashtun tribes to resolve serious 
crimes such as murder. This legal custom mandates that the family of the perpetrator 
gives a young girl in marriage to the family of the victim. (She may be married later if 
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she is very young at the time of the exchange)" (108). AUhough this practice has no 
place in Afghan law, it goes on especially in those rural parts. 
The sociocultural foundation of badal developed in response to the custom of 
revenge killings. Afghan tribal communities have suffered continuous 
bloodshed from cycles of revenge killings that may continue for generations. 
The custom of badal was designed to convert the two opposing families into 
one family and to stop the killing of young men. (108) 
However the irony is that in such a practice a woman is denied her humanity and is 
never given the option of rejecting the deal. 
As money is one of the most decisive factors for the social structures so in a 
society like Afghanistan which is ethnic and caste conscious, gender intertwines with 
the class and economic status of a person to decide his/her worth. The resuh is bias 
against a particular class, mostly the weaker one in terms of material. Moreover being 
a woman and then being poor comes as a catastrophe as Nana says, "Like the compass 
of a needle that points north, a man's accusing finger always finds a woman" 
(Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 7). In A Thousand Splendid Suns, Nana is ill 
treated as she has no financial support. She is sexually exploited by Jalil and when 
their affair is exposed Jalil absolves himself of all the guilt by saying that it was she 
who forced" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 6) herself on him. This reflects 
sexual hypocrisy on his part. Jalil is not held responsible at all and the event does not 
affect his life but it creates havoc in Nana's life as Hosseini writes: 
When that happened. Nana said, the collective gasp of JaHl's family sucked 
the air out of Herat. His in-laws swore blood would flow. The wives 
demanded that he throw her out. Nana's own father, who was a lowly stone 
craver in the nearby village of Gul Daman, disowned her. Disgraced, he 
packed his things and boarded a bus to Iran, never to be seen or heard again. 
(Hosseini,^ Thousand Splendid Sims 6) 
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However society proves to be stronger than man as there is a slight trace of 
remorse in Jalil's heart but he is not able to stand against the social and cultural 
forces. The social compulsions demand that Nana should not be allowed to live in his 
house anymore. Nana says, "Jalil didn't have the dil... to do the honorable thing. To 
stand up to his family, to his vdves and in-laws, and accept responsibility for what he 
has done" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 6). 
War, Law and Order and Women's Confinement 
War deprives Laila of the maternal love when her mother starts sleeping all 
the day dreaming of her dead sons. Due to war Laila, who always dreams of getting 
higher education in life, leaves the school as the streets become so unsafe that one of 
her school mates Giti gets blown into pieces on her way back from school. All the 
four novels show war at its worst and the power struggle among the war lords brings 
more destruction than the war with Russians, hi this war Afghans are being killed on 
the both sides. This war among the warlords can't be better described than in the 
words by Tariq, who says, "militiamen stationed in the mountains sharpened their 
marksmanship- and settled wagers over said marksmanship- by shooting civilians 
down below, men, women, children, chosen at random" (Hosseini, A Thousand 
Splendid Suns 158). 
War separates Tariq from Laila as she is not ready to leave her parents after 
the death of her brothers. This separation proves to be a real wreck later when they get 
separated for years together with Laila under the impression that Tariq is no more. 
Had there been no war there would have been no separation and the course of their 
life might have been better. The war snatches away her parents; moreover it snatches 
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away her future. The rocket which blasts her home and kills her parents and leaves her 
in a half dead condition to the mercy of Rasheed. 
Laila knows that somewhere in the city someone had just died, and that a pall 
of black smoke was hovering over some building that had collapsed in a 
puffing mass of dust. There would be bodies to step around in the morning. 
Some would be collected. Others not. Then Kabul's dogs, who had developed 
a taste for human meat would feast. (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns 169) 
In Laila's marriage wdth Rasheed, Mariam- the victim of patriarchy and Laila-
the victim of war join together to find a way for their deliverance. This marriage not 
only brings cataclysm for her but for Mariam also as she gets deprived of the value 
and position, which she already has almost none, in Rasheed's house. 
Unlike Laila Mariam never comes face to face with war. War compels Laila to 
compromise and marry Rasheed unlike Mariam who marries him due to her fate and 
due to the harsh treatment meted by her father and his wives. However in both the 
cases they are left with the only option of marrying Rasheed. Mariam and Laila get 
sandwiched between the war outside and Rasheed in the house. When they try to 
escape, the war thrashes them back and they are more victimized and tormented by 
Rasheed. 
After the Taliban took control women's freedom is curtailed even further. 
They put all possible sanctions on women. The following extract from the novel 
reflects their bias against the women. 
Attention women: 
You will stay inside your homes at the times. It is not proper for women to 
wander aimlessly about the streets. If you go outside, you must be 
accompanied by a mahram, a male relative. If you are caught alone on the 
street, you will be beaten and sent home. 
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You will not, under any circumstances show your face. You will cover with 
burqa when outside. If you do not, you will be severely beaten. 
Cosmetics are forbidden. 
Jewelry is forbidden. 
You will not wear charming clothes. 
You will not speak unless spoken to. 
You will not make eye contact with men. 
You will not laugh in public. If you do, you will be beaten. 
You will not paint your nails. If you do you will lose a finger. 
Girls are forbidden from attending school. All schools for girls will be closed 
immediately. 
Women are forbidden from working. 
If you are found guilty of adultery, you will be stoned to death. 
Listen. Listen well. Obey. Allah-u-akbar. (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns 248-49) 
Women are thus in all cases colonized as commodities during the Taliban period. It is 
to be witnessed in an extreme form when the lady doctor operates Laila and cannot 
take off her burqa due to the fear of Taliban. She says, "They want us to operate in 
burqa" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 259). In the interview, Shahira Shahir, 
herself a Tajik like Laila remembers every bit of the Taliban rule though she was too 
young at that time. She says, "Taliban had power in our province [Herat] for almost 
six years and I too left my studies for a year" (Shahir). She says she had informal 
education for five years when she used to attend secret classes taught by women 
teachers. "My mother was a teacher in the university in arts but she too left her duty; 
she is again a teacher now. She teaches German" (Shahir). 
When Aziza is sent to an orphanage by Rasheed, Laila comes face to face with 
the Taliban whom Azadine calls "confused and lost" (187) in Afghanistan, Where 
God Only Comes To Weep. During her trips to see Aziza, which Rasheed mostly 
avoid, she is either rebuked or thrashed by them. 
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What is your name? Why are you going alone? Where is your mahram?-
before she was sent home. If she was lucky, she was given a tongue-lashing 
or a single kick to the rear, a shove in the back. Other times she meant with 
assortments of wooden clubs, fresh branches, short whips, slaps, often fists. 
(Hosseini, A Thomand Splendid Suns 285) 
Even under the Mujahidin rule, women are not allowed to come out of their 
four walls. No doubt the ramifications are not as dangerous as under the Taliban but 
men and society carmot see them out moving freely. Even when Shirin-Gol and her 
family are in a refugee camp, "the stinking mullah, the self-appointed camp leader, his 
lackeys and his Kalashnikov which officially he is not allowed to own, but which in 
reality he keeps constantly at the ready, do not want girls to walk in public or go to 
school, or women to work" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 
82). At another place when Shirin-Gol goes to collect food for her family, she is asked 
to "Go home and send your brother" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to 
Weep 78). Later on men shout at Morad, "[S]he has no decency and no dignity. Your 
wife is dishonouring the rish-sefid, the white-beards, the eldest and other men in the 
camp. Tame her and keep a closer eye on her, or people will end up thinking you are 
not a real man" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 82-83). 
Similar advice is given by her mother when she is young: 
Pull your headscarf down your forehead, put on your veil, put your feet in, 
lower your eyes, don't speak when your brothers are speaking, make way, get 
out of the way, do this and don't do that, because you are a girl. Or do you 
want people to think you are kharab and want them to look at you and 
destroy our family's reputation? (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep 110) 
Actually if Afghan "[women] are seen to deviate fi-om the norm by prominent 
members in the community, the reputation of entire household suffers, and the male is 
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regarded as incompetent or unable to control his home affairs"(Moghadam 221). The 
irony lies in a later event when the same "stinking mullah and the self-appointed camp 
leader" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 84) approaches 
Shirin-Gol to read a letter for him. Even when Shirin-Gol joins Azadine in her clinic 
to serve the people of their village and is welcomed by some villagers, most of them 
could not see her walking up and down without her husband. They complain that she 
"Doesn't lower her eyes. Works. As if she were a man" {Afghanistan, Where God 
Only Comes to Weep 148). An interesting fact is that even woman finds it strange to 
go out alone. In Samira and Samir when Samira asks her mother to come out with 
her, she replies, "People will talk about me . . . They will say, what kind of woman is 
that, strolling about the place as though she had no home? People will say, Daria is a 
bad woman" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 121). Later after ' Samir's' death when Daria 
and Gol-Sar start teaching the village girls, "the girls are accompanied by their 
brothers and fathers, they cling to men or one of the other girls" (Shakib, Samira and 
Samir 258). 
Siba Shakib too like Khaled Hosseini keeps away from coming to conclusions 
regarding the treatment of women in the hands of Taliban, mujahidin and the war-
lords. Through Shirin-Gol, her mouthpiece, she asks the reason behind the atrocities 
conmiitted against her sex and gets an answer from a Herati man, "Because Taleban 
are the Taleban" (Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 271) and 
"Because girls are girls" (298). Khaled Hosseini, through Hakim enlightens the 
readers that the question of women which Anne Brodsky calls "politicization of 
fimdamentalism" (With All our Strength 39) is the toughest one to answer in Afghan 
context. 
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At the time of Laila's delivery, Mariam realizes that there is just a single 
hospital that treats women. She had heard the announcement by the Taliban "that all 
the female staff would be discharged from Kabul's hospitals and sent to work in one 
central facility" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 255). The only hospital for 
women patients is Rabia Balkhi about which a woman says, "They had no clean water 
. . . no oxygen, no medications, no electricity" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 
255). Sima Samar, who worked as physician in the refugee camps of Pakistan, 
authenticates Hosseini: 
In September 1997, their Ministry of Public Health banned female personnel, 
including physicians, nurses, pharmacists, and technicians from working in 
Kabul's twenty- two hospitals and suspended medical services to the city's 
half million women, with the exception of the poorly equipped Rabi'a Balkhi 
facility, which had thirty- five beds and no clean water, electricity, surgical 
equipment, X-ray machines, suction, or oxygen. (180) 
The way in which Laila give birth to her child throws considerable light on the 
facilities available for women in Afghanistan particularly Taliban period. "Afghan 
women have historically had one of the lowest health statuses in the world" (Drevitch 
102). Although the health facilities and mother care have never been satisfactory in 
Afghanistan but they deteriorated during the Taliban period. Before them in the 1989, 
Kabul had fourteen hospitals and five clinics which used to serve both men and 
women (Moghadam 238) but with the Taliban rule, women who on an average bear 
seven to ten children (Samar 183) were barred from getting treatment in most of the 
hospitals. Azadine has to stop her practice during the Taliban period as women are not 
allowed to work. Shirin-Gol says to Noor-Aftab: 
Since the Taleban came to power, they have forbidden Azadine to do her 
work as before. She cannot go to her patients in their huts now. She cannot go 
186 
into the mountains and help the people there. She cannot examine men. Only 
women who come to her accompanied by a mahram are allowed to visit her. 
The women who found their way to us from the remote villages and valleys 
can no longer set off on their own and come to village to see us. If they do 
take the risk, they and their husbands are punished and beaten. (Shakib, 
Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 159-160) 
Shirin-Gol's and Dana's deliveries reflect a worse picture as they deliver their babies 
inside their tents without any medical aid. Daria manages everything herself from 
digging up a hole in the floor to cutting the baby's umbilical cord. As Shakib writes, 
"One last time she bends over, reaches beneath her belly, breathes violently, utters 
one final liberating, suffocating scream, pulls the child out of her body, holds the 
wrinkled, slimy, blood-covered being in her hands" {Afghanistan, Where God Only 
Comes to Weep 10). Her husband, the Commandant is not concerned about her; he 
only wants his 'son' out of her body. 
Sexual Violence 
Afghanistan has a grave history in the sense that rape has been used by the 
conmianders, militia and other forces as a means of revenge and terror and to 
dishonor the men of a particular tribe. "Rape is common, though "rape with impunity" 
might better describe the phenomenon in Afghanistan, where women and children as 
yoimg as three years old have been violated by fundamentalist warlords" (Jalal et al. 
132). Women being the 'property' and 'honor' of men according to the Afghan 
culture are raped, many a times in front of their family members, in order to avenge 
upon the men. 
Although during Taliban rule the incidents of rapes and molestation decreased 
due to their strict pimishment to the sexual offenders yet Taliban themselves 
committed a lot of such crimes where the women and young girls of the opposite 
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factions were abducted and raped. During the years of war between the Russians and 
the Mujahidin there were ahnost no laws in practice to convict the offenders and 
majority of the cases went unnoticed. Amnesty International reports "To the leaders 
of the armed factions, rape was an effective tool to defeat populations, reduce 
resistance, and to reward soldiers" (qtd. in Drevich 45). At present there are 
provisions to punish such offenders but it happens rarely as the victim loses the 
chances of a secure marriage once the crime gets publicized. So these cases are hardly 
brought to the notice of the local courts that usually lack sensitivity in this regard. 
Besides it is considered against the tenants of Afghan culture to discuss such issues 
openly. Jalali et al. give some sound reasons, "Self-immolation occurs because there 
is no law and no support for women; rape occurs because there is widespread 
impunity and rapists are backed by paramount rulers; domestic violence occurs 
because fundamentalism and ignorance are meshed with the ruling elite; and on and 
on" (132). 
In many pages of A Thousand Splendid Suns rape seems to be personified. 
"Mariam heard of women who are killing themselves out of fear of being raped, and 
of men who, in the name of honour, would kill their wives or daughters if they'd been 
raped by the militia" (Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns 227). The novel actually 
covers the times around the horrific episode of 9 September when the twin towers 
were allegedly bombed by the Taliban and ends when Afghanistan is ruled by the 
present President Hamid Karzai. The war- first with the Soviet, then among mujahidin 
followed by the American Operation Enduring Freedom to flush out the Taliban- has 
one thing in common. In all the cases rape and murder of women was widespread. 
Sima Samar opines, "All sides trampled the rights of Afghan women, each in its own 
way. Islamic fiindamentalism was supported by outside forces as a strategy against 
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the communists, and it had horrible implications for women, who were forced to take 
responsibility for upholding Afghan culture and so- called Islamic values" (180). 
Though it is there in a warless society as well but rapes during or in the 
aftermath of the war have different implications. No doubt, more men have been 
killed as they were directly involved yet the women have been the worst and silent 
sufferers. 
In the novels women are abducted, killed and raped by the other ethnic groups 
to settle the score. Rape is directly related with the ethnic clashes as ethnic dissent is 
what which forms one of the basic reasons behind sexual violence. The traditional 
norms of horror and shame are turned into weapons of war which results in "rape and 
sexual assault against women of opposing groups as the ultimate means for disgracing 
entire communities and reducing people's capacities to resist military advance" (Jalali 
et al. 134). History bears a witness that in wars women are mostly the soft target for 
the enemies to take their revenge and this stands most appropriate in case of 
Afghanistan. The novel, describes in particular, the use of rape against women during 
Mujahidin period. Rostami-Povey agrees that rape and sexual violence increased 
during the period of the civil war (1992-96), to unprecedented levels (131) yet there 
is no data to confirm the vast number of rapes and the degree of violence perpetrated. 
"In this period, the dangers of assault, kidnapping, rape, and forced marriage were so 
great, and police or legal protections so lacking, that any attempts at normal daily life 
for women and girls was done at the risk of harassment, violence, and death" 
(Brodsky, "Centuries of Threat" 80). Daria's rape in Samira andSamir objectifies the 
rapes and war crimes perpetuated during the time of Mujahidin imbroglio against the 
already wretched Afghan women. "Men rape a thousand and one women. Drag them 
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away, slit bellies open, sever heads from necks with one quick cut. Men loot, rob, 
demand toll-money. Legs tear off, hands are hacked off, arms are crushed. Blood 
sticks to the hands of men" (Shakib, Samira andSamir 41). 
The Soviets leaves Afghanistan in 1989 but the war never ends: 
The shelling knocked down power lines, pulverized entire blocks of shops 
and homes. Laila heard that Pashtun militiamen were attacking Hazara 
households, breaking in and shooting entire families, execution style, and that 
Hazaras were retaliating by abducting Pashtun civilians, raping Pashtun girls, 
shelling Pashtun neighborhoods, and killing indiscriminately. Everyday 
bodies were found tied to tress, sometimes burned beyond recognition. Often, 
they'd been shot in the head, had had their eyes gouged out, their tongues cut 
out. (Hosseini, y4 Thousand Splendid Suns 159) 
In Samira and Samir, Daria is raped by the two "strange shadows" {Shakib 
Samira and Samir 97) from another village. Though before the second one could 
"plunge his desire into Daria's body" (Shakib, Samira and Samir 98), Samira wakes 
up and kills him "unintentionally" (98). What is strange and more pain giving to Daria 
is that instead of taking her side, people of her own village blame her. They blame her 
of bringing shame and wrath of the other tribe on them. Olfat's eldest son says: 
It is your own fault. Had your mother become my wife, she would have been 
under my protection, and all of this would not have happened. If we do not 
hand you over, the father of the dead will come and avenge himself for the 
death of his sons. Khalass and tamam. That's all. (Shakib, Samira and 
Samir 100) 
What adds to reader's surprise is that even Daria thinks that it is her fault. Shakib has 
most probably elabourated the rape scene intentionally in order to expose the 
hoUowness of Afghan code and customs, those code and customs which associate 
honour with women. 
190 
The protagonist of Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep is raped 
twice; first by the smuggler chief and then by the three Pakistani policemen. Shirin-
Gol's first rape is more of psychological nature in the sense that the smuggler chief 
creates the conditions in which she cannot deny him the sexual favors. Her poverty is 
exploited by him as she has an invalid husband and has to feed three children. He 
sends her gifts and money which she cannot refiise as she has no source of income. 
Her maternal instinct weakens her as she utters, "For you, my daughter . . . I did it for 
you. For you, my son. For you, Morad. For myself, so that we can all stay alive" 
(Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 91). Shirin-Gol tries to 
console herself but her inner self always pricks her that she has committed a wrong 
for which she feels ashamed and "even the knowledge that there is a market in 
Pakistan where Afghan women are offered and sold like cattle is of no comfort to her" 
(Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 92). She is raped again by the 
three Pakistani policemen who arrest her from the marketplace where she has gone to 
buy opium for Morad. 
All Shirin-Gol can see is his gold tooth, all the time she smells his rancid 
breath. The other two policemen do not pay attention to the first to begin 
with, then one after the other, they too let their trousers down and force their 
way into Shirin-Gol. After they have all satisfied their stinking lust, they 
throw Shirin-Gol at the side of the road, leave her there and drive off. 
(Shakib, Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep 98) 
The question of the male rape has been raised in Khaled Hosseini's The Kite 
Runner albeit indirectly. Though Hassan's rape takes novel towards its strength yet it 
symbolizes on one level the rape of the oppressed class where a slave is raped in fi"ont 
of his master. As already discussed in the preceding chapter, the Hazaras form an 
'Other' like the Afghan women. Hassan's undeterred honesty towards his master 
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Amir even after he is brutally raped by the "sociopath" Assef irritates rather pricks 
Amir's guilty conscious till the end of the novel when he rescues Sohrab from Assef s 
hands. Amir sees his final act as a source of redemption for his sin of not saving 
Hassan from being raped years ago. Hassan gets raped by Assef just because he 
refiises to hand him over the kite which he chases for Amir. In fact the kite 
symbolizes his loyalty for which he pays a heavy price. Though he leaves Kabul but 
later on, on Rahim Khan's insistence comes back along with his wife and son and is 
killed by the Taliban because he refuses their entry into Amir's house of which he is 
the incharge. Again the symbolic sense of the kite comes to fore, this time with his 
loyalty for Amir's house. Earlier he is raped and now he gets killed. 
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Conclusion 
Human society and relationships when studied in relation to culture is a vast 
area of study. In the relationship between individuals and other institutions of a 
society there is a hierarchical base which leads to marginalization and oppression of 
the less powerful among the social members. When the question is of such importance 
and magnitude, it is not possible to come to a final word. The question of Afghan 
women as raised in the novels concerned is enmeshed with the culture and history of 
the country in such a maimer that it becomes a herculean task to wind up any 
discussion. 
The thesis starts with a detailed historical account of Afghanistan with a stress 
on the condition of women at different periods in the history. What comes to light in 
chapter One is that the political and social situation in Afghanistan has always been 
disturbing. There have always been wars either v^th the external aggressors or among 
the local powerful lords. The major reason behind political disturbances is the internal 
fight for power and supremacy among tribal leaders of various ethnic groups. Ethnic 
heterogeneity and tribal interpretation of religion play a major role in deciding the 
nature of the socio-political arena in Afghanistan. Afghans are simple and honest 
people with a strong strain of patriotism in them. They never tolerate any external 
interference whatsoever and always fight back successfully with such interferences. 
The three Anglo British wars, the resistance for Soviets, the ouster of Taliban and the 
present upheaval against the US proves it well. The matters related to women of 
Afghanistan are one of the reasons behind this political disturbance. Women have 
been always treated as scapegoats in the name of religion and morality. An important 
point noted is that contrary to the beliefs that Afghan women have always been 
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voiceless and suppressed, at some stages in the history, particularly during the times 
of king AmanuUah Khan and king Zaheer Shah, they had ahnost equal opportunities 
with their male counterparts in the field of education, politics, jobs and social status. 
However when one compares the present situation of Afghan women with the women 
of the 1950s and 1960s, the progress does not appear satisfactory. The security of 
women is a most widely discussed issue at present. 
The war-ridden Afghan society has strict moral codes {Pashtunwali) for both 
men and women and the local laws usually go in favour of men. Though the 
constitution has always granted equal rights to both yet the social situation has not 
been as favourable for women. Gender roles can be termed as a historical accident 
and are strictly defined and any deviation from the norm is treated as a threat to the 
social status quo. Culture is a strong force which creates stereotypes. These 
stereotypes get imbibed in one's nature from the very infant stage and one grows up 
with a mentality where one always sees woman as a secondary being. This is because 
of an inseparable coalition of cultural conventions with the human psychology where 
coming out of such conventions seem to be aberrant as they are considered a part of 
true hxmian nature. In almost all the four novels wherever there has been any such 
aberration^ be it Samira's masculine way of living, Shirin-Gol's struggle for a happy 
and prosperous life, Mariam and Laila's escape from the brutality of their husband, 
Azadine's modem outlook or Gol-Sar's idea about the equality between men and 
women, it has been crushed with iron hands of the local brand of patriarchy. In the 
light of the feminist and social theories by Simone de Beauvoir, Judith Butler, 
Virginia Woolf, John Straut Mill, Sara Mills, Kate Millet, K. K Ruthven etc the 
Chapter Two tries to research how far the social conditioning and upbringing is 
responsible for the construction of gender based on division, disdain and inequality. It 
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lambasts the idea of heteronormativity and questions the demarcation of sexes in the 
Ught of Siba Shakib's Samira and Samir. It concludes form Samir's case that its only 
practice which decides and gives power to an individual. Samir's liking for other 
women in the novel has been thoroughly analysed with the conclusion that it is not an 
inborn quality to like and love the opposite sex rather it depends on the social 
conditioning of an individual. 
Power has an important say in the role assignments not only on the basis of 
gender of individuals but also in case of their economic standing, religion, social 
status etc. Education too is considered a male prerogative where in women's 
education is considered imnecessary. This is witnessed in the cases of Samira, Gol-
Sar, Mariam and Shirin-Gol. However there are some men like Hakeem and Mullah 
Faizullah who favours women's education and the result is the educated women like 
Azadine {Afghanistan, Where God Only Comes to Weep), Laila {A Thousand Splendid 
Suns), Sofia Akrami and Soraya (The Kite Runner). 
In all the four novels the female voice has been suppressed and thus inaudible. 
Read in the light of Muted'^eory, Dominance theory and Difference theory and 
Ecriture Feminine, the novels reflect some gross violations of the basic human rights 
where the marginalized sex class (women) do not have a voice. At a general level, 
Virginia Woolf discusses the presence and absence of female voice from the 
mainstream literature in her writings. Almost all the discourses are dominated by male 
voice while female voice is suppressed. As a result an entirely fabricated and artificial 
form of speech is attributed to woman. No doubt there are some attempts to 
deconstruct this kind of attribution and many theorists have achieved success, 
nonetheless the strong and dominating voice of men still reigns to a great extent. Such 
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a parallel is found in the novels where the female voice is not audible. Even the voice 
of ethnically suppressed class has some affect as seen in Hassan's case but women 
have no such impact in the novels. We have silence and mutedness in the character of 
Samira in relation to her tribal customs which are patriarchal in natiire, Laila and 
Mariam in relation to their abusive husband, Taliban and society and Shirin Gol in her 
war with poverty and male dominated culture. Although there is no major female 
character in The Kite Runner yet there are echoes of repression of voice and the 
presence of female characters is felt through ethnically suppressed voices. 
Nonetheless there is a reference to a Hazara woman Homaira who represents the 
inaudible and doubly choked female voice. 
What forms the unity of all the novels is the spirit of female friendship and 
shared experiences and voices. Whenever these women get a proper opportunity, they 
share and try to find strength in one another in order to avoid a total collapse. Shirin-
Gol's friendship with Azadine and Abina, Samir's attachment with Gol-Sar and the 
prostitute, friendship between Mariam and Laila symbolize the spirit of female 
friendship and form a kind of resistance. Sisterhood and same sex relationships put a 
question mark on the norms of heterosexual world as depicted in the novels and Siba 
Shakib in particular questions the essentialist view of sexual relations. The novelist, in 
fact hints that the sexual orientation has nothing to do with the sex one is bom with 
and all depends on how an individual grows up. It can also be concluded that she 
questions the most accepted heterosexual social setup of this human world in general 
and that of Afghanistan in particular. Such an association among women, however, 
makes their voices audible to a certain extent. It gives them strength which however 
proves weak when it comes face to face with the external patriarchal forces like 
Mujahidin, Taliban, war, gender biased society and violence. 
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The phrase "sexual colonization' used in the last chapter imbibes all the forms 
and factors of suppression where women are colonized. Further 'sexual colonization' 
also connotes sexual harassment of women in the hands of their husbands and other 
institutions of the society. The chapter comes to the conclusion that women in the 
novels are exploited in the name of family, home, marriage and social codes. Burqa is 
used against women to keep them away from active participation in social affairs. 
However the concept of burqa has'deconstructed and demystified to a large extent in 
this work. Most of the female characters themselves feel insecure once they are 
outside their homes because of the sexual violence they may face outside. However it 
is ironical that the 'safety' of home may not provide them safety as the enemy or 
perpetrator of atrocity is at home in the form of a relative. There are women like 
Daria, Shirin-Gol and Samira who have no home at all. And there are women like 
Mariam and Laila who escape from 'home' in order to save themselves from the 
brutality of 'the owner of the home'. On the stand taken by Marxists and Radical 
feminists particularly Kate Millet regarding home, marriage and family, this aspect of 
the study finds that woman in expected to behave as Rousseau's "Sophie" in the 
hands of patriarchy. 
Mariam and Laila are colonized within the four walls of their home. Samir is 
colonized by the strict demarcations based on gender. Shirin-Gol becomes a prey to 
the love and emotional attachment for her family. All these social institutions 
combined with law and order problems due to war, Taliban and Mujahidin add to 
their confinement. Even if they dare to come out, they are thrashed back as happens in 
case of Mariam and Laila. There is widespread rape and sexual violence in the novels. 
It is used as a weapon by the commanders, militia and other forces as a means of 
revenge and terror and to dishonor the men of a rival tribe. 
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The thesis presents a sincere and honest attempt to read the novels and bring 
out the instances of victimization of women in the hands of culture and history. There 
cannot be an escape from the historical survey of the coimtry as the novels seem to be 
deeply rooted in historical events of the country. It is an effort to bring 'Afghan 
Writing in English' in general and Afghan English novels in particular to the notice of 
literary critics and theorists. A lot has been said in this thesis regarding the social and 
cultural victimization of women in the select novels but it can never be overstated and 
still a lot needs to be studied in this area. What forms the essence of the study is that 
most of the analysis has been done with a sociological approach in relation to history, 
politics, social and cultural conventions of Afghanistan and the novels are read as co-
texts to the history of the country with a progressive outlook and voice that this may 
prove to be a stepping stone towards a better ftiture for the marginalized and 
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